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BIG LEARNING IN SMALL COMMUNITIES: 
EXPLORING WITH YPAR IN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS  
Lora Hawkins 
 
 This study is a critical evaluation conducted by a Youth-led Participatory Action research 
team that has, over the course of five years, sought to investigate culturally responsive 
pedagogies in international schools populated with Third Culture Kids. Previous to this work, the 
youth researchers and I developed an interdisciplinary, choice and project-based honors program 
which we called the Small Learning Community. As such, this program became the object of and 
context for this review. We were guided by the question, What are, if any, the perceived learning 
benefits for students in the Small Learning Community?, and we sought to critically evaluate the 
program’s perceived impact on meaningful learning experiences, student agency, and 
transference of skills. We leveraged constructivist-oriented Grounded Theory—in part because 
of the value this approach assigns to emic knowledge—to examine interview transcripts of SLC 
participants. I then developed case studies and argue for pedagogical shifts in the international 
classroom that center more deliberately on (1) active participation, (2) the perception of new, (3) 
choice, (4) attention to process, (5) personal interest, and (6) social emotional learning, while 
addressing the need for more intentional and systematic practitioner research. 
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I wish to express my deepest appreciation for the dozens of people who have contributed 
to this project.  Of particular important is my advisor Dr. Bob Fecho, who was endlessly patient 
after I ran away to the Middle East, disappeared, and then reappeared only to bombard him with 
an unreasonable number of drafts. He showed me firsthand what meaningful research might look 
like through involvement with the DEPTH project as well as the value of narrative research 
through STORRI, which in many ways was my first exposure to case studies.  
I would also like to thank Dr. Ruth Vinz, who let me dream wildly about what research 
and education in general might look like. As an educator and a researcher, she has encouraged 
me to live in the realm of, I wonder if, and rediscover what it feels like to write with voice. To be 
in her class, to think through her compelling questions is to rediscover how much your lungs like 
the taste of air.  
Additionally, Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz was incredibly formative figure in my thinking 
around issues of equity and access. From the very beginning, she made me feel as though the 
words I had to say were important, and it was through her encouragement—both explicit and 
implied—that learned how to cultivate relationships with my students that celebrate personhood 
while taking meaningful action.   
 Likewise, I am grateful to Dr. Limarys Caraballo whose work on Youth-led Participatory 
Action Research opened an entire intellectual realm. She has been incredibly generous in the 
sharing of resources and continues to be a stalwart shepherd of thought. In addition, her 




In addition, Dr. Hervé Varenne was hugely important in my understanding of the ways in 
which humans attempt to organize themselves around specific sets of conditions. His work 
provided avenues of investigation but also inspired a kind of meta-discourse around these same 
approaches. While there is value in asking a question, there is perhaps as much value in asking, 
What does it say to ask this question? For me, it was an entirely new way of evaluating studies, 
and I am as thankful for this awareness as I am for his many scintillating lectures. 
 Finally, in terms of academic arena, many thanks are owed to Dr. Sheridan Blau, who 
knows how to approach a class with glee. I appreciate the fact that no matter how many times he 
has approached a text, he does so with a genuine spirit of inquiry. He allows himself to be 
surprised by the ideas of his students, and seeing him spark with an idea or a piece of praise is 
sustaining in ways that defy articulation.  Appreciation is also owed to the colleagues I met at the 
Center for the Professional Development of Teachers (CPET), which kept me grounded in the 
classroom, and colleagues-turned-friends, Dr. Ah-Young Song, Noah Gordon, and Jacqui 
Stolzer. Thank you for being partners in thought, travel companions, and inspiring educators.    
In terms of my life beyond Teacher’s College, this work has been enriched by my father, 
who has been my go-to proofreader since third grade. Thank you for showing me how to find 
wonder in small things—photons, backpacking tents, and, of course, the asteroid B-612. Thank 
you to my mother, who vested me with a sense of adventure and a need for a little bit mischief, 
characteristics which have certainly found their way into my classroom. She is the single greatest 
teacher I have ever known. Thank you, too, to Janie and Jack, put up with all of my ramblings 
and are perpetually available with a word of encouragement or a key piece of advice. Thanks are 
owed as well to Papa and Lala, who were the first to show me what it means to love language 
and might be construed as my first English teachers. You have been so very supportive in every 
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level of my schooling, and I feel so privileged to call you my grandparents.  
  On the other side of the world, I would like to express my sincere appreciation to Mike 
Murphy, Monique Livsey, Dr. Scott Dennison, and Tara Waudby, all of whom know how to give 
teachers the perfect amount of freedom. Thank you for letting me turn my classroom into a space 
that was one-part playground to two-parts laboratory. Along those lines, my deepest thanks to 
my classroom playmates Casey Grove, Lucas Menzies, Elizabeth Johnson, Brian Watts, Micah 
Zeimetz, Jessica Chiang, Amy Bush, Kevin Lindburg, Phil Parkinson, and, of course, Marissa 
Wickersheim. Marissa in particular has helped me grow as an educator, an academic, and as a 
compassionate human being. Thank you for making me believe I was capable.  
I have tremendous gratitude for Eleanor Burton, who pulled me into the world of 
education in Kuwait more fully as well as Charlie Deiter, Khalil Suliman, Sinan Alsmadi, Ashraf 
Khalil, Hawraa Safar, Latifa AlGhanim, and Santiago Muñoz, who encouraged me to apply to 
graduate school because, “Doc. Hawk sounds like a super-villain name.” Lastly, I cannot be 
emphatic enough in my gratitude for my youth-research partners and students. In particular, I 
would like to thank Yasmeen Tajiddin, Maria Kotob, Sam Balcazar, and Paola Cordero, who 
have been with me since the very beginning and without whom none of this would have been 
possible. Thank you for your creative problem-solving, for your wiliness to play, and —of 









 This piece is for my students—past, present, and future—who remind me what an aching 










Pulsing and undulating like a thick-bellied cobra, the shoulder of Highway-30 seems to 
slither in the early morning light as we careen down the road. Dotted with wreckage—blown out 
tires and an occasional bumper crinkled like a used Kleenex—this road and the swaying of the 
bus has become familiar to me, like the heart-line on my palm or the movement of a porch 
swing. 
Yet beyond the bus and the reaches of its sticky-sweet strawberry air freshener, much 
about this country still remains strange to me. For instance, on this particular morning, Kuwait is 
orange. The air is thick with dust, and the world feels veiled and quiet. Combine this with the 
haunting wail of the Call to Prayer, which echoes and bounces its way across the sand-colored 
buildings, and I know I am on a different planet. 
It’s only when I arrive at school and climb the three floors to my classroom that I find 
home again. Here is the picture of my sister saved to the background of my computer; here is my 
container of Bic pens and yellow, nubby #2 pencils; here is my copy of The Elements of 
Literature, which is not so different from the edition I read when I was a high school student in 
the Midwest. In short, here are the tropes that center me, that bridge the foreign to the familiar 
and serve as the backdrop for my 9th grade ELA classroom at the American School of Kuwait 
(ASK). 
Today, we will continue with To Kill a Mockingbird, and I will have them create scripts 
of the infamous trial scene. Prompting the class to gasp in horror when the student playing 
Mayella mentions what her “Papa done” to her, rabble-rousing when Tom has the audacity to say 
he took pity on a white woman, and standing solemnly with the students in the back row because 
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our Atticus is passing—these are the teaching days I live for. To watch my students rehearse and 
perform in their very best Southern accents is to see them discover the heartbeat that lives 
between the lines of the text, and I’ve begun to think of this lesson as a ringer. I build it into my 
curriculum almost without thought and certainly without hesitation. And here, in the sure-
firedness of my teaching, lies the potential problem. 
Late at night, doubt and worry carve out a nook behind my sternum and remind me from 
the inside out that I don’t know if I should be teaching To Kill a Mockingbird to a class of 
international students. I don’t know if the racism of a place they’ve never been against a cultural 
backdrop they’ve never seen speaks to their experiences as learners. I don’t know if I should 
teach this international cohort, which hails from Venezuela and Ecuador, the United States and 
China, from India and Canada and all across the Middle East in the same way I might teach 
students in Kansas. I don’t know if I teach at an American school or an international school or 
what either of those terms looks like in praxis or in pedagogy. In essence, it’s this: I don’t know 
if my US classroom belongs in Kuwait, a place where nearly all my students are Third Culture 
Kids (TCKs). 
Broadly, when I consider US education in an international context, it feels limited in two 
respects. First, it is a field whose story is increasingly told about those who have a history of 
being colonized by those who have a history of colonizing. It is this understanding that informs 
my methodology --rooted in social constructivism, participatory action research, and the 
insistence that stakeholders in the field need to be central in driving the research forward. 
Second, International, US schools seem to be narrow in their curricular scope. It is as though 
we’ve tried to transport what American education was without entering into the conversation 
about how it should change. This line of thinking informs my project, the development of what 
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we called the Small Learning Community (SLC) within the American School of Kuwait. Co-
developed by a Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) team, the SLC was meant to 
serve as a means of mitigating the tension between American and International educations by 
finding ways for international students to explore the content and skills that felt most meaningful 
to their lives within the bounds of US educational standards. In doing so, the hope was to provide 
a place for students to construct their learning spaces, and this dissertation is, in essence, a way 
for stakeholders to now report out on said learning through the use of participant interviews and 
a constructivist-oriented grounded theory. Using our understandings, the youth researchers and I 
established program recommendations to guide the development of the SLC. We also created a 
comprehensive report for the school’s advisory board, which became a post hoc justification for 
the program. 
The following chapter is a brief overview of some of the salient issues, key terms, of 
underlying theories that lurk behind this tension of a learning space that is both American and 
International and laid the foundation for the SLC. It begins with an overview of international 
education and the political implications of the socioeconomics of the field. Next, I situate ASK 
within the field before narrowing the scope still further through a discussion of the research 
happening within ASK and the theory that drives this work, particularly in the SLC.  
Finally, it is worth noting that while this chapter is familiar in terms of content—who and 
where and in what context— it is less so in terms of formatting. I have split this chapter into two 
columns. My own understandings as a researcher are on the right, whereas the insights and 
illustrations created by my YPAR team or stakeholders within the field are on the left. I make 
this choice for two reasons. First, there is something deeply political about yet another white 
woman writing about the children of color who occupy international classrooms —an echoing, 
4 
 
perhaps, of the colonization that has pockmarked the field of education for centuries. Similarly, 
the academics that surround international education seem to be largely devoid of contributions 
from teachers, students, parents, and administrators who occupy these spaces. The formatting is 
meant to bring the research into conversation with the lived experiences of teaching and learning 
in international classrooms.  
The second reason for this choice is along these same lines of conversation and is 
couched in the writings of M.M. Baktin who writes, “Understanding and response are 
dialectically merged […] one is impossible without the other” (1981, p. 282). I wish most 
ardently to invite reads into this dialogical space —to join me, a collective of youth-researchers, 
and a hive of other voices (again, mostly white, Anglo), and a cache of illustrations as we try to 
make meaning of tensions, facts, and the fiction of being that have framed this study. The writing 
itself has been constructed such that either the left or the right column can be read top to bottom. 
Alternatively, readers can bounce between these two spaces by following the arrows —an 
approach that feels like the dialogical spaces in which response and understanding merge and 
recoil.  






          Rigor??? was all the agenda said in size 
11 Arial font. Sometimes when I think back to 
that morning—elbow to elbow around a table 
with two administrators and all eight of the 
Small Learning Community teachers for 
grades 9 and 10—I am revisited by a surge 
indignation that burns like stomach acid and 
transfigures three question marks into five. 
Sometimes into seven. Sometimes, they 
become this long, twisting train of punctuation 
that reaches out from that A4 paper and curls 
between the vertebrae of my spine until it 
knots around my uvula.  
          The meeting had been called at 8:00pm 
for the following morning, and at the time, the 
only bit of information I had was that it 
involved the Small Learning Community —
called SLC by most people at the American 
School of Kuwait. It made sense to have the 
meeting. The program was a year old, and, as 
with any new endeavor, we as an SLC 
teaching team had learned a fair amount about 
          The study that follows is an intensive 
look at the budding practices that guide my 
teaching practices in the Small Learning 
Community (SLC) at the American School of 
Kuwait. The SLC program is the product of a 
Youth-led Participatory Action Research 
(YPAR) team, which began its work in 2015 by 
examining culturally responsive classroom 
practices in highly diverse spaces, like the 
international schooling community. The team’s 
ultimate conclusion in this early work was that 
if students had the opportunity to make choices 
about the kinds of content they were learning in 
relation to the communities and cultures that 
were important to them beyond their life at 
school, then the classroom itself would become 
culturally sustaining. The SLC attempted to 
become just such a space, and students 
designed projects that spoke to their unique 
interests and cultural practices as learners. 
          Moreover, as the youth-researchers and I 
thought about what learning might look like in 
international schools, for me it also raised 
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what worked and what didn’t, about what 
structures were useful and what were tedious 
in the previous year.  
          When I arrived, however, I was greeted 
by the one and only agenda item with its trail 
of question marks —perhaps it was fourteen. 
Definitely fourteen, in fact. I asked my 
principal if she wanted me to start with 
changes we were planning to make based off 
the previous year’s experience. She said no 
without further comment, and soon the other 
invitees arrived, the meeting started, and the 
questioning began.  
          What became immediately apparent was 
that our principal had concerns over the SLC. 
She felt students weren’t learning, that they 
wouldn’t be prepared for subsequent AP 
classes, that there wasn’t enough data to justify 
a program, that choice-based, student-designed 
projects should be reserved for struggling 
students—not those who had already 
demonstrated proficiency in traditional 
classroom environments—and that, above all, 
questions around equity and agency. As will be 
discussed at greater length, many of the 
students who occupy international classrooms 
like those at the American School of Kuwait 
enjoy tremendous privilege, either by virtue of 
wealth, access, or social clout  —which, in 
Kuwait, is called wasta. These youths, like their 
parents, will likely grow-up to assume 
positions of prominence around the world, and, 
as such, there is a kind of exigency in centering 
the SLC classroom on discussions of equity 
and work that position students as agents of 
change. The hope is that while students will 
master the basics of geometric proofs, 
understand the electron transport, and be able 
to craft a theme statement, they will also be 
practicing the skills that will make them 
capable and compassionate players in the 
global theatre.  
          The SLC feels in some way like the 
magnum opus of the YPAR team particularly 
when compared to other action items developed 
by this group of researchers. Having instituted 
3 
 
SLC lacked rigor. —Lora, Teacher 
 
this choice-based, interdisciplinary program 
just over a year ago, —at the time of writing— 
it is important that it be critically reviewed. 
Using theories generated via a constructivist-
oriented grounded theory, the YPAR team 
plans to take or has already taken three 
additional steps in response to our findings. 
First, we developed program recommendations 
to guide the development of the SLC in 
subsequent years. Second, we created a 
comprehensive report for the school’s advisory 
board that advocated for the program’s 
continuation at our school. Finally, beyond 
these immediate endeavors, which were 
completed in 2019-2020, the YPAR team also 
intends to produce academic pieces for a 
professional audience that advocate for this 
kind of learning as well as a series of 
workshops in collaboration with Kuwait’s 
Collective Impact Coalition.  
          While this subsequent writing and 
workshop design is beyond the scope of this 
paper, it is not unrelated. The data analysis of 
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this investigation is intended to be the basis for 
the YPAR team’s subsequent writing. 
Importantly, this final endeavor is motivated in 
no small part by the near total absence of the 
voices of youths and people of color in the 
academic literature surrounding international 
education, which is a fundamental concern 
driving this study. As such, although it is 
certainly our goal to create and evaluate a more 
culturally responsive model of schooling for 
our immediate community at ASK, we hope, 
too, that the process of YPAR or, perhaps, of 
developing programs similar to SLC might 
become a framework that can be used in other 





In order to begin unpacking what the YPAR team is trying to do with the Small Learning 
Community, it is important to situate it within some of the salient issues, key terms, of 
underlying theories that drive this research. Having given a broad overview of the project, I now 
move into an overview of international education and the political implications of the 
5 
 
socioeconomics of the field. Next, I situate ASK within the field before narrowing the scope still 
further through a discussion of the research happening within ASK and the theory that drives this 
work, particularly in terms of how it manifests within the school’s Small Learning Community. 
Context of International Education 
↔ 
 
• I am in an international school because 
my dad’s job is in Kuwait. Our family 
used to be separated because we lived in 
the Philippines while he lived here, and 
we came so we could stay together :) —
Janie, SLC student  
 
• I'm in an international school because 
my parents are both diplomats. They 
were sent to Kuwait to work at the 
Chinese embassy. —Sam, SLC student 
& Youth Researcher 
 
• My dad was working in Dubai while the 
rest of the family was in Canada. Then 
one day he was able to get an even 
better job in Kuwait, his sister also lived 
According to the latest Global Report 
by ISC Research (2020), the international 
school community is made up of 6 million 
students and 570,000 teachers. More 
impressive than the raw numbers, however, is 
the rate of growth: since the turn of the 
millennium, the number of international 
schools has swelled from 2,584 to 12,700, and 
it is expected to reach 17,100 within the next 
five years. Along with the rise in institutions, 
ISC Research also anticipates the number of 
students being served by international schools 
to double, reaching a staggering 10.8 million 
by 2023.  
Certainly, globalization has 
contributed to this increase; however, the 
numbers are indicative of another change in 
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here so he was happy. My family didn't 
like being separated so we ended up 
coming to Kuwait. I grew up in an 
American system and so when I came to 
Kuwait I wanted to proceed in an 
American system. —Abdullah, SLC 
student & Youth Researcher  
 
• I came to an international school 
because my dad’s job is here. I lived in 
Germany at first but we moved here so 
our family wouldn’t be separated. It was 
hard traveling back and forth. —Latifa, 
SLC student & Youth Researcher 
 
• I’m in an international school because 
my parents wanted to introduce me to an 
area with a diversity of cultures and to 
feel comfortable socially. —Shahad, 
SLC student & Youth Researcher 
 
• When I came back to Kuwait, I had to 
decide between my old school and the 
international schooling—gradually the field is 
becoming less insular.  What was once an 
arena where the children of diplomats, 
missionaries, and military personnel could 
receive “Western” educations while their 
parents worked abroad, international schools 
are increasingly filled with the children of 
host-nationals. Indeed, Wechsler (2017) 
estimates that a full 80% of all students in 
international schools are host nationals. 
This trend seems to indicate a kind of hope 
that by procuring Western educations —
delivered in English, the de facto language of 
medicine, technology, and business— local 
children will be more likely to be accepted 
into selective colleges in the UK, US, and 
Canada. With these coveted credentials, these 
children are then better positioned for jobs at 
large, multinational companies, which boast 
higher annual salaries than might otherwise be 
available in their home countries. 
Consequently, this suggests that the 
demographics, cultural competencies, and 
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school my sister was in. I didn’t really 
care or realize that ASK was an 
international school since I thought it 
was like any other school in Kuwait. 
However, when I came, I realized it was 
not like my old school, where everyone 
was either a Kuwaiti or a Muslim. The 
reason I decided to stay at an 
international school is because I enjoyed 
the diversity and how open-minded 
everyone was. —Maria, SLC student & 
Youth Researcher  
 
• I’m in an international school because 
we had to move to Kuwait after the war 
in Lebanon. I have to be here to be 
prepared to study abroad in uni with less 
struggles —Jenna, SLC student & Youth 
Researcher 
 
• I am in an international school because 
my parents aim to provide me with the 
most prestigious and proper education. 
stakeholder demands within international 
classrooms are beginning to shift. It is, 
therefore, almost imperative for teachers, 
administrators, and governance bodies to 
anticipate and respond to these changes.  
In particular, as the number of schools 
and students continues to rise, careful thought 
must be given to the politics of teaching in 
these diverse spaces. What does it mean for 
Western teachers to educate students who 
come from a range of cultural backdrops that 
differ from their own? How can classrooms be 
inclusive and innovative, culturally responsive 
and suitably preparatory for college and career 
readiness in Western institutions? To what 
degree is international education a simple 
iteration of colonization, or more succinctly, 
what of global equity?    
          For instance, in 2018, India—which has 
the third highest number of international 
schools—had a GDP per capita of $1,977.29 
USD (CEIC, 2018). At the same time, ISC 
Research (2018), estimates that the average 
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Both my parents were raised in a 
secluded, public, and single-gender 
school, which were strictly attended by 
locals —Egyptians. An international 
school is exactly what allowed me to 
experience diversity and play around 
with my creativity, for which they didn’t 
have as big a price page as I do. —Noor, 
















Basem is a 16-year-old Egyptian boy. 
While a lot of Basem's friends and family go to 
public schools in Egypt, Basem goes to Schutz 
American School of Alexandria. He is, of 
course, grateful for this opportunity, but he 
never talks about his school and sometimes 
annual cost of an international school hovered 
at just under $10,000 USD, meaning that these 
institutions are simply too expensive for all 
but the most wealthy. As a result, the wealthy 
attend international schools where English is 
the primary language of instruction, garner 
increased access to higher paying jobs that 
come with Western credentials, accumulate 
more capital, and thus increase the disparity 
between wealthy and poor.  Moreover, it 
should not be overlooked that Western 
industry and the English language are central 
conduits to this wealth, which are familiar 




















even lies when meeting new people.  
In Egypt, people who go to American 
schools are sometimes stereotyped as rich kids 
who betray their Egyptian-ness to become 
“American.” The problem with that is that the 
public schools in Egypt are undoubtedly worse 
than the private schools, and yet they are looked 
down upon by Egyptian, making some kids not 
want to go to Private schools even when 
affordable.  
Basem is just one example of an 
Egyptian child who has made the sacrifice of 
their social life in order to get an American 
education. Basem is Egyptian, born and raised 
in Alexandria by an Alexandrian mother and 
father, but to Basem’s friends, he is, and will 














































Admittedly, much of this is speculative. 
Yet, it speaks to the point that there are 
significant consequences for the decisions we 
make in our schools as international educators. 

















































cognizant of the diversity that fills these 
spaces, and critical of whom is being 
excluded. Further, we must consider the kind 
of skills and values we are nurturing in our 
students, particularly as it relates to equity. 
We must be critically aware of the blanketed 
messages we are sending students through our 
curriculum—this is what power looks like; 
this is how it speaks; this is what it can do.  
As such, while it is my intention to 
claim that many international, American 
schools are overly US-centric in their 
instruction and curriculum—a pedagogical 
choice that seems to come at the expense of a 
thoughtful interrogation of these 
aforementioned questions—it is difficult to 
find data that either supports or refutes such a 
claim. Bunnell (2014) observes that it is 
exceedingly challenging to document the field 
of International Education, even on the most 
basic of issues: what is an international. 
For instance, a simple search of 












International School:  
• Noun. An institution of learning filled with 
students from multiple countries.   
 
• Noun. An institution with students from 
multiple cultures. 
 
• Noun. An institution of learning that fosters 
intercultural-dialogue   
 
• Noun. An institution of learning where 
dialogues, cultures, and countries collide.  
 
• Noun. An institution of learning where 
culture/Discourse/students “weaves in and 
out of complex interrelationships, merges 
with some, recoils from others, intersects 
with yet a third” (Bakhtin XXXX) 
 
• Noun. An institution of learning where 
culture/Discourse/students “weaves in and 
out of complex interrelationships, merges 
with some, recoils from others, intersects 
with yet a third” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276) —a 
place of interdependent-becoming rooted in 
a celebration of otherness. 
 









ninety-eight different institutions, of which 
twelve are “American.” Of these twelve, 
however, only a handful are accredited by a 
regional or national agency associated with the 
US Department of Education, which calls into 
question to what degree these institutions 
provide a US education. Further, we must also 
ask ourselves, if 80% of the student body in 
these international schools is comprised of 
host-nationals—as Wechsler (2017) asserts—
then to what degree is an American school in 
Kuwait more international than a typical 
school in Queens, New York where any 
number of classrooms might feature a much 
wider array of nationalities and ethnicities?  
To Bunnell’s point, without first being 
able to answer the question of what constitutes 
an American International School, it is 
impossible to conduct more focused studies 
that look at curriculum. We cannot know what 
texts are being taught to whom and for what 
purpose. Further, these are not nominal pieces 











How did you know ASK was a “good” 
school?  
So I was previously in another 
international school, but my siblings had many 
issues in it so they needed to move. They then 
layer out their many options and based on what 
they heard and what was the most convenient 
they decided to try ASK. I guess that I never 
knew it was a good school until my brothers 
moved, their moods changed they were doing 
better mentally and feeling more comfortable in 
that environment thanks to the teachers, as well 
as they were learning more by better teachers. 
That’s actually mainly why I am in ASK and 
not other international schools. —Jenna, SLC 
student 
 
I have a couple friends that were 
studying at ASK before I came and their 
parents recommended my parents to put me 
choosing an international school becomes a 
gambit for students, parents, and teachers alike 
in that it is difficult to anticipate the kind and 
quality of educational practices in these 
institutions.  Moreover, without this baseline 
data about what is being taught to whom and 
under what pretenses, it becomes virtually 
impossible to make assessments about 
schools’ curricula in relation to each other or 
in relation to the wider world. Instead, 
stakeholders are remanded to a particular kind 
of vacuum in which educational practices are 
established and reified under the yoke of 
That’s how it’s always been, as opposed to an 
authentic dialogue around the shifting needs of 
learners in this globalized context. 
Contextualizing the American School of 
Kuwait within International Education 
Although an aggregated source of 
documentation is lacking, there are 
mechanisms for regulation within the 
international schooling community. In 
addition to accreditation agencies, the US 
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there. And most people we met were at ASK.  
—Shahad, SLC student 
 
When my family moved to Kuwait I 
already had my cousins living in Kuwait for 9 
years, so they told me Dad AIS is a good school 
because that is where my cousins go, and since 
there was a huge waiting list, they told us ASK 
is also a really good school and that is how I 
ended up coming to ASK  
—Abdullah, SLC student  
 
 
Office of Overseas Schools maintains a list of 
schools affiliated and/or assisted by the US 
State Department, which are divided into five 
regions: Africa, East Asia and Pacific, Europe, 
the Near East and South Asia, and the Western 
Hemisphere (US Dept. of State, 2018). Being 
included on one of one of these lists means 
that the US Embassy takes a greater role in the 
school community, such as by having 
representatives sit on the board or take part in 
accreditation activities. It also means that the 
schools receive “assistance” for the US State 
Department (US Dept. of State, 2018), though 
it is less clear what that “assistance” actually 
entails. In any case, the tacit understanding of 
this arrangement seems to be that the US 
embassy will ensure that schools maintain a 
high educational standard that is comparable 
to strong public or private schools in the 
States. Meanwhile the school itself benefits 
from increased notoriety.  
Kuwait and ASK belong to the Near 
East and South Asia (NESA) region along 
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with twenty-two other schools, which means 
that these institutes educate most of the 
embassy and US-expatriate children living in 
the region. Like ASK, eighteen of these 
schools use some variation of the phrase “US 
curriculum,” to describe their courses of 
study—though two make no mention of 
curriculum and one utilizes the phrase “US 
and International Standards” (US Dept. of 
State, 2018). Within all of these institutions, 
English is the language of instruction, and 
each school also employs some form of 
standards-based instruction delivered by a 
faculty that comes predominantly from the 
United States. 
Because of these shared characteristics 
and simple anecdotal evidence collected at 
regional conferences where teachers exchange 
resources, stories, and struggles, it seems 
appropriate to suggest that ASK is a fairly 
typical school in the region. It is neither 
exceptionally large nor small; it utilizes US 
national standards in assessment and 
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instruction; its demographics are comparable 
to other schools in the NESA region; and its 
teachers tend to be Western expatriates. 
Consequently, throughout this project, I use 
the school as a site of study—one from which, 
perhaps, tentative implications might be drawn 
and subsequently applied to other schools in 
the region that are also grappling with what it 
means to be both International and American. 
                  
The American School of Kuwait, as it is. 
 
The classic polo uniform. Grey may be 
for middle school, yet it’s the first thing to 
come to mind when thinking of ASK. I think if 
the tall beige walls and the many trees. I think 
of the SLC 10 classroom with the abundance of 
work to be done; the stacks of papers and the 
view of many laptops. I think of the cat always 
wandering around in the morning and the 
As stated on its website, the American 
School of Kuwait (ASK) was founded in 1964 
under the name the International School of 
Kuwait, and from its beginning, sought to 
educate students from a range of countries. It is 
a privately owned, independent school, and 
serves just over 2,000 students, grades pre-K to 
12. Of those 2,000 students, approximately 400 
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outdoor stage. ASK is more than just a school. 
It is a building that tells stories of good and 
bad; stories where students prank the teachers 
with chickens, stories where students confide 
in their teachers.  
—Maria, SLC student 
 
When I think of ASK, I think of the lively 
corridors packed with students, bustling with 
noise and excitement, waiting for classes to 
begin. The faint, meaty smell of pepperoni and 
cheese pervading from the cafeteria. It is a 
place where people seek to content their 
curiosity and achieve great things.  
—Sam, SLC student 
 
People who need people, and people who 
don’t. Ranging from elitists and bright social 
butterflies to those grounded and in their quiet 
and tranquil world of mysticism. A variety of 
identity all spread out over a gargantuan 
population of five year olds to legal adults, 
continuously evolving simultaneously and 
are US citizens, 1,100 are Kuwaiti, and the 
remaining population hails from sixty-five 
different countries, at the time of writing. It’s 
worth noting, however, that as neatly as these 
numbers break down on paper, the reality is 
more complex with many students holding 
dual citizenship. For instance, many students 
are registered with the school under US 
passports, despite having spent no time in the 
States beyond infancy and identifying 
culturally with another country. 
As such, 400 US students is in some 
ways a misleading figure. Certainly there are a 
multitude of reasons for deciding to maintain 
dual citizenship, such as the relative strength of 
the US passport when it comes to procuring 
visas or the preferential treatment that US 
citizens procure in terms of international 
school wait-lists. However, a not insignificant 
number of our students opt to use their US 
passports because it enables them to opt out of 
the Kuwait Ministry of Education’s 
requirement that all Arab and Muslim students 
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together. Some transform while others grow 
into themselves. All different paces, all 
different times.  
However, it is truly triggered with the 
striking of the clock at 8:25 sharp and the 
ringing of the first bell. Some forcibly drag 
themselves to their doom, and others rush to 
the start of a new day. Time passes by, 
conversations go on between everyone. You 
see, unlike countless groups and communities 
this one here is special. It is where you can 
meet a stranger who you will greet you with 
open arms like an old friend—no, like family. 
Of course not everyone is this way, but where 
would this place be if everyone were to be the 
same. Each year many leave and new come in, 
but they all manage to leave their mark 
whether it be scattered prehistoric pictures of 
teachers that they wished had disappeared off 
the face of the face of the earth, or pieces of art 
that line the halls. 
 The beauty is most definitely not the 
building itself, empty and drab beige walls 
to take Arabic and religion class. 
In any case, it is worth noting that these 
Ministry requirements are among the few 
curricular markers that distinguish ASK from a 
typical Stateside high school. All Muslim and 
all Kuwaiti students must take both classical 
Arabic and religion. Otherwise, ASK is a fairly 
typical US school; it is accredited through 
Middle States Association of Colleges and 
Schools and is the only school in Kuwait to be 
officially associated with the US State 
Department. By and large, graduates of ASK 
are expected to attend Western, post-secondary 
schools after graduation, a supposition that is 
borne out by the number of college 
acceptances students receive. According to its 
school profile, in 2017 graduates of ASK were 
accepted to 191 different institutions, with 124 
of which being located in the States, twenty-
five in Canada, twenty-seven in Europe, four 
in Kuwait, and eleven from elsewhere in the 
world. Among the more prestigious US 
schools to accept 2017 ASK graduates are 
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with old and worn blue desks and doors with 
paint chipping off the entirety of them. The 
color, invisible to the naked eye, and that is 
why one must step inside and get past the drab 
walls in order to see that world. Their world. 
And it is then, and only then, when they 
are able to see why this place can be and is 
called home.  




























                       Charlie, 2015 
Amherst College, University of California, 
Berkeley, Emory University, Georgetown 
University, Johns Hopkins University, and 
Vanderbilt University.  
In addition to a mission statement that 
champions practicing compassion, seeking 
innovation, and learning for life, ASK actively 
tries to ensure that the education its students 
receives is in step with traditional US public 
schools. Students take standard-level and 
Advanced Placement courses in science, math, 
history, English, technology, and fine art, and 
there remains an implicit focus on the United 
States. For instance, students are required to 
take US History and government in which they 
study topics such as the US Civil War, the US 
Revolution, and the role the US has played in 
shaping global policy.  
          Further, in English class, which students 
are required to take all four years, they read 
works such as Animal Farm, The Scarlet 
Letter, the Odyssey, To Kill a Mockingbird, 














































Mahlak, 2020 graduate 
the high school English Department maintains 
a book room with some 138 titles, not 
including textbooks or anthologies. Of these, 
eighty-two are written by US authors, 111 are 
authors who present as White, and 102 are 
men. It is worth noting, however, that out of 
the fifty-six titles that are written by non-US 
citizens, forty-eight are still Anglo, by which I 
mean authors who are Northern European or 
are otherwise residents of former British 
colonies like Australia and New Zealand. This 
then means that a full 94% of our book room is 
dominated by Anglo voices; 80% of it is filled 
with books written by White people, and 74% 




Statement of the Problem 
       
 
Clustered around a table in an icebox of 
an office, I felt ambushed and embarrassed. I 
did have data to support the program, but I 
wasn’t told —or, more humiliating still, hadn’t 
anticipated—needing it at my fingertips. 
Strong test scores, evidence of growth, unique 
demonstrations of learning, college portfolios, 
and supposed mastery of 192 standards—these 
were the expectations for the Small Learning 
Community that we had established in the 
Spring of 2017. Even at the time it felt 
Herculean. But my students and my 
colleagues, we did it, and we did it well, and 
yet, here we were clustered around this too-
small table.  
When the meeting adjourned after a year 
and a day or perhaps longer—really had it 
been necessary to type out fifty-seven question 
What these numbers seem to indicate is 
that although schools—or at least our school—
champion a “US-education,” this notion is 
narrowly interpreted, particularly in the English 
classroom. Our book room seems to suggest 
that a US English education is literature written 
by White, American/Anglo men, a vision that 
stands in stark opposition to the slew of brown 
faces that greet me every morning when I look 
at my classroom. Admittedly, one explanation 
for this trend in our literature is that our school 
has a tendency to draw from the canon—
traditional works from a period in history 
where the publication industry was dominated 
by this demographic. However, even if this is 
the case, it suggests another problem: our 
collection of books might fail to resonate with 
students’ cultural identities as well as their 
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marks? — our Superintendent turned to one of 
the teachers and genially said something to the 
effect of, “It’s not like you’re before the firing 
squad,” to which she responded, “That’s not 
what it felt like,” —a sentiment that was 







When I started the writing of this 
dissertation it was because I felt that 
international schools hadn’t yet grappled with 
the politics of teaching, particularly in the 
English classroom. For instance, in 1989 
Applebee constructed a list of the top ten most 
frequently taught pieces of literature in 
Independent, Catholic, and public high 
schools. Together, the lists included eleven 
titles, and by the time I graduated high school 
in 2006 in Prairie Village, Kansas, I had read 
lived experiences, two elements that are critical 
in fostering literacy (see e.g., Alvermann & 
Hagood, 2000; Delpit, 2006;  Frankzak, 2006; 
Gee, 2001; Giroux, 1993; Moll, 1994;). While 
this is a familiar critique within the US, the 
conversation seems less prevalent in American 
international schools. Instead, schools seem to 
be reliant on an increasingly-outdated model of 







the entirety of this same canon with very few 
additional texts. When my first class of 
students graduated in 2016 —nearly three 
decades later after Applebee’s initial 
investigation— they had read all but one of the 
titles. Further, of these works, all were written 
by white, Anglo men, with the exception of 
one title, which was written by a white, Anglo 
woman.  
In short, I felt like my English 
classroom was stagnant in terms of what and 
how I was asking students to read, and I 
worried, too, that while these works might 
offer “windows” into a particular cultural 
framework, I wasn’t giving my students any 
“mirrors,” through which their own 
experiences as young ethnically and 
linguistically diverse learners might be clearly 
reflected. Providing choice seemed like the 
obvious solution, and there was a piece of me 
that wanted to see just how much choice we 
could give to students. This was where the 
Small Learning Community started and lived 
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for a time.  
Gradually, though, our work felt meaningful in 
a way that had little to do with test scores or 
projects, and even now I am at a loss as to how 
to capture how, or why, or from where that 
sentiment arises. I do know that I came to 
believe in choice, in the SLC, and in a lot of 
ways, I came to believe in school again when it 
is shepherded by youth. Perhaps why I feel so 
emotionally invested in this project. In a realm 
comprised of endless trains of question marks 
where data doesn’t really seem to matter, I am 
afraid that if the Small Learning Community 
fails, if I’m asked to go back to teaching those 
same eleven titles and canned essays that align 
with AP-guidelines, I won’t have anything to 
believe in as a teacher. So as I write this paper, 
I am wholly biased. It’s no longer just about 
finding more culturally responsive ways of 
teaching and learning. Rather, it’s about 
writing the narrative of SLC that is compelling 
enough that the program gets to stay. I need to 













































James Gee argued that reading and 
writing are intimately connected to lived 
events, suggesting, “meaning in language is 
tied to people’s experiences of situated action 
in the material and social world.” (2001, p. 
174). Borrowing from various situated 
cognition studies (see, e.g. Barsalou, 1999; 
Lave, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 
1998), Gee conjures the image of a videotape 
and argues that life is a series of films, housed 
in an enormous warehouse. He argues that as 
we encounter new experiences, we re-examine 
and re-edit our tapes to reflect these emergent 
understandings. Consequently, these tapes 
become not just a product of our thinking but a 
mechanism for it; they are, in short, “what we 
use to give meaning to our experiences in the 
world” (2001, p. 715). Importantly, these tapes 
are not simply discrete objects in and of 
themselves but are the foundation on which we 


























operate smoothly within particular social 
spheres (Holland, 2005). 
In this way, the tapes are a product 
of socialization and help us develop the capital-
d Discourses that Gee calls “identity kits” 
(2001, p. 719). These Discourses—comprised 
of words, actions, values, technologies, etc.—
are how people come to both operate in and 
hold a sense of identity within the world. 
Further, a single individual might utilize a 
series of Discourses that operate in concert and 
in conflict with each other: a teacher might be 
at once a teacher and a colleague, a parent and 
peer.  
Consider the implications of Gee in 
relation to the ASK bookroom, where nearly all 
of the literature is written by white, Anglo 
authors. The danger is that within these books, 
there are cultural models (Holland, 2005)—
unspoken patterns and tropes—that influence 
Discourses by establishing what is typical 




For example, in A Midsummer’s Night 
Dream, Western readers often find a comedic 
story about young lovers that ends happily 
with marriage. However, this same play has 
been banned by the Kuwait’s Ministry of 
Education, not because of the raunchy jokes 
but because the children resist their parents’ 
initial marriage arrangements. What this 
suggests is that the cultural model presented by 
Shakespeare conflicts with the cultural model 
championed by the Ministry. However, to 
privilege Shakespeare tacitly suggests that 
independence and the pursuit of love is more 
important than tribalism and fealty to one’s 
parents. This is not by any means to suggest 
that the reverse is true, simply that by exposing 
students to a narrow range of cultural models, 
the Discursive space is smaller. As a result, it 
is less likely that the experiences represented 
in the literature will reflect those of the 
students, thereby infringing on their capacity 
to make meaning. 






in which my students and I participate in 
relation to the cultural models I am both 
deliberately and unwittingly endorsing, I 
wonder about the role of literature in the 
English classroom. I wonder, too, about 
agency and voice and how to foster greater 
awareness in terms of social consciousness —
an impulse that is leant still greater urgency by 
the fact that many of my students will go on to 
occupy prominent places in their respective 
social circles. My inclination is to rip as much 
content away from my ELA classroom as 
possible. Instead, I would like to center my 
international ELA classroom around notions of 
skill development and transference, paying 
particular attention to helping students become 
more central participants in the cultures and 
communities that sustain them. It’s these 
notions that provided the impetus for ASK’s 
Small Learning Community (SLC), which is 
the site of my current research within ASK.  




Whispers were going around. They’re 
calling some people in for something new. I 
don’t know what it is. There was a new 
mystery to uncover. “SLC” Something that 
was unheard of was joining the school system, 
and I was lucky enough to attend the meeting 
all about it. What I understood from that 
meeting was that we will be taking an exam to 
get into the Small Learning Community. It 
would be made up of 20 people and it would be 
project-based. It was an opportunity to spend 
more one-on-one time with the teachers. Or so 
I thought.  
          I decided to take the exam although I 
doubted there would be any chance of me 
getting accepted. However, when I was 
accepted, shock and joy were the main 
emotions I felt. Then came the first day of 9th 
grade; the first day of SLC. The first memory I 
have of that day is when my teacher stated: “I 
The Small Learning Community (SLC) 
program stems from previous studies 
conducted with a Youth-led Participatory 
Action Research (YPAR) team that 
investigated what happens when students take 
a more active role in determining classroom 
content and instruction and put particular focus 
on publication. Working with four former 
students, who became the first iteration of our 
YPAR team, I designed and co-taught with a 
youth-researcher an upperclassmen-level 
course called Reading and Writing for 
Publication. In this class, students were invited 
to choose a Community of Practice (Lave and 
Wenger, 1991) that felt significant to their 
lives. Then students were asked to attempt to 
enter a more central role within this 
community by engaging with literacy practices 
found within these social spaces.  
What we ultimately concluded via a 
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know it feels like you shouldn’t be here. But 
you belong here; each one of you has earned 
this because you are capable.” And those 
words have stuck with me ever since.  



















series of reflections and surveys is that in the 
face of this freedom, students still read and 
wrote widely; they made thoughtful 
contributions to classroom discussions; they 
produced work that left them “proud;” most 
students felt more centrally involved within 
their chosen communities, and they enjoyed 
the course. The biggest challenges came in 
terms of management. Because students were 
working in a wide variety of genres, it was 
difficult to find common rubrics through which 
they could be assessed—a requirement of 
ASK—and as the semester drew to a close, 
many students identified as feeling “stressed” 
in their reflections, a sentiment that often 
stemmed from issues related to time 
management. The team was also left with 
questions as to how to ensure that all students 
produced high-quality work.  
In any case, despite these lingering 
questions, this study paved the way for the 
SLC because it suggested that most students 


























teacher’s role in selecting content was 
minimal, and—importantly—they were 
engaging with a wider range of Discourses 
within the classroom than they might have had 
the teacher been solely responsible for 
selecting content. We also suggested that 
students found value in developing specific 
skills related to their writing craft and that 
being able to select the content and develop 
their final products made the work feel more 
meaningful compared to that in their English 
classes. Using these results and research 
surrounding transference and Communities of 
Practice as justification, we proposed and 
developed ASK’s Small Learning 
Community.  
Increasingly common in US secondary 
schools, SLCs are self-contained cohorts that 
rely on a restructuring of traditional school 
schedules. SLCs are closely tied to the small 
schools movement of the 1960’s, which 
subsequently evolved into the magnet and vo-
















Figure 1: Sample SLC Schedule. Students 
spend four periods a day in SLC with one 
content, whole group lesson a day, one 






















schools of the 1980’s and 1990’s  (Oxley, 
Barton, & Klump, 2006, p. 1). As such, while 
in SLCs are sometimes championed as a new 
approach to education, they are, in truth, a 
recapitulation of practices from the past that 
attempt to provide more personalized learning 
experiences.  
 In terms of ASK’s conceptualization of 
an SLC, students engaged in project-based, 
personalized learning that centered on skill 
development across disciplines. This means 
that students took Honors Geometry, Honors 
Biology, Honors English 9, and Honors World 
History as a cohort. They received one whole-
class content lesson per day in one of the 
aforementioned subject areas and then spent 
the next two periods in a workshop period. 
During one of these workshop periods, 
students were introduced to different mediums, 
such as podcasting, photography, coding, etc., 
which they then used to execute projects. The 
final period was used for working on projects 














Figure 2: SLC Learning Plan. Students used 
learning plans with standards from their 
four core subjects to plan and co-evaluate 











Figure 3: Sample SLC Projects. Here 
students demonstrate their ability to 
synthesize and unpack standards. On the 
left, a student explores the history of Euclid, 





Throughout the semester students were 
expected to complete the same standards as 
their fellow 9th graders. For instance, in quarter 
one, students “uncovered” thirty-four standards 
for English, eight for World History I, four for 
Biology, and five for Geometry. In order to 
demonstrate competency, students conferenced 
with teachers and designed interdisciplinary 
projects that synthesized various standards. 
One student, for example, wrote a historical 
fiction piece on Euclid and his influence on 
geometric postulates. In doing so, she satisfied 
the requirements for a series of English 
standards related to narrative writing as well as 
the Geometry standards concerned with 
knowing the precise definitions of foundational 
shapes as well as various history standards, 
given her adept use of primary and secondary 
sources.   
In addition to working with standards, 
students also took quarterly diagnostics and the 
Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) test, 
once in the fall and once in the spring. The 
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Theoretical Framework 
When I consider the intersections between YPAR, progressive, culturally-responsive 



















purpose in doing so was to ensure that students 
are still on-track with their mainstream peers, 
though the unspoken hope was that 
administration saw greater gains in test scores, 
which might speak to the power of 
interdisciplinary, student-directed work 
through quantitative means. In terms of my 
own curricular goals, I was hopeful that 
students would have the ability to center their 
academic work within the cultures that 
contribute to their developing senses of 
identities—particularly for those students who 
reside within the constructed Third Culture 





issues are rooted in notions of meaning making—in teaching youths how to understand, 
participate in, and be productive members in their various environments and Discursive spaces 
with greater fluency, particularly as they anticipate moving into global positions of prominence. 
As such, the underlying argument in the following theoretical framework is fairly simple: 
knowledge is socially co-constructed and represents a kind of power that has direct implications 
on who gets to say what. Moreover, these dictums have a profound bearing on reality, which 
Jennifer Greene (2010, p. 68) argues is derived from consensus in meaning making activities that 
are bound by context. Having given a broad overview to international education and situated 
ASK and the research being done there within this context and then narrowed the scope still 
further to the Small Learning Community at ASK, I now turn my attention to the theoretical 
framework that guides the research.  
Social Constructivism 
Social Constructivism is a broad term that rests on the idea that intangibles such as 
knowledge or identity or even emotions are constructed when people interact with each other 
(Detel 2015, p. 228). Consequently, the “knower and the known” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37) 
are inseparable and are very much dependent on particular contexts, suggesting that 
generalizable truths are inherently fallacious. Instead, co-constructed truths, knowledge, or 
meanings must always be warranted and ultimately limited to the arenas in which these social 
interactions are happening (Greene, 2010, p. 70).  
However, because of this social dimension, Greene asserts that this kind of “interpretivist 
knowledge [is] value laden,” (2010, p. 70), with Lincoln going one step further calling it a 
“political endeavor” (1990, p. 70). While this flies in the face of many positivist values —
reliability, repeatability, and objectivity— it also makes space for reinterpretation, which is a 
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powerful aspect of understanding, even in traditionally positivist circles. Moreover, social 
constructivism privileges emic knowledge and insider understanding by insisting that human 
beings assign meaning to our observations by holding them in relation to a cultural framework 
(Mehan and Wood, 1975). Consequently, it does not attempt to mitigate the human element of 
the inquiry process.  
The danger of such an approach—where all understandings are conditional—is that it can 
become difficult to acquire knowledge. In response, Greene (2010) points to the notion of 
transferability, wherein a researcher tries to plant conceptual seeds through rich description 
rather than develop a single study that centers on generalizability. This piecemeal approach to 
research suggests that a single study’s value comes from its potential to serve as a starting point 
for subsequent work and for its small contributions to the larger patterns from which further 
implications can be drawn (Morgan, 1983).  
Admittedly, while the implications of any pattern are treated as suspect, their provisional 
nature does, indeed, carry real consequences on power structures and cannot be overlooked. 
Drawing from Foucault, many constructivists have come to regard knowledge as a form of 
dominance (Sprauge, 2016, p. 41). For Foucault, power and knowledge cannot be treated as 
discrete systems (1980); rather, knowledge is a kind of deliberate execution of power, just as 
surely as power is the driving force behind knowledge. Using Foucault as a kind of lens, it is 
tempting to dismiss power/knowledge as vaguely nefarious and search for a more neutral 
framework. However, Foucault argued that power/knowledge is both as freeing as it is 
constraining in that once agents are aware of the underlying values, assumptions, and pressures 
that manage social behavior, they can begin to think about the world and self in new ways.  
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Consider the implications of social constructivism and power/knowledge in relation to 
international schools and particularly the students who occupy these spaces, many of whom are 
Third Culture Kids, a demarcation that will subsequently be unpacked. Briefly, however, it is 
worth noting that these are youths who are living outside of their passport countries —the 
contexts into which they were born. As they move countries, they are asked to reconfigure time 
and time again who they are in relation to the host cultures and what roles they play in this 
context in a myriad of different ways. For instance, a hand gesture common to Italy is considered 
offensive in Kuwait. Both of these understandings are value-laden with the contexts in which 
they happen, and it is up to the Third Culture Kid to learn to navigate these differences in 
Discourses.  
It is also worth noting that these youths shift countries regularly because of their parents’ 
professions. Many are the children of diplomats, military personnel, or employees of wealthy 
multinational corporations, and it’s these organizations that foot the bill of expensive, private, 
US schools found in international spaces. This connection between wealth, power, and education 
intensifies the notion of power/knowledge outlined by Foucault and demands that it be 
considered within this global context.  
Moreover, it is because of this power/knowledge that it becomes increasingly important 
for TCKs to be involved in the research —in the active cultivation and organization of new 
understandings within the field of international education. As such, there is a solid theoretical 
basis for looking toward Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) as the methodology 
for expanding the social co-construction of knowledge within International Education.  Indeed, 
citing Fine (2008), Caraballo et al. (2017) suggest that YPAR  is an “epistemological challenge 
to the traditions of social science, most critically on the topic of where knowledge resides” (p. 
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312). This question of residence is fundamentally important, and it is one that should weigh 
heavily on the field of international education. As will be discussed at length, much of the 
research around the field of international education and TCKs comes from without —from 
Anglo professors who have long since left the primary or secondary classroom, were they ever 
there to begin with. 
 Because insider knowledge is fundamentally important to social constructivism, it 
is important to describe the participants. The following section provides a rough outline of Third 
Culture Kids —the students who occupy US, international schools— before extending into a 
discussion of how the Third Culture is formed.  
The Third Culture 
 
Sometimes I take a step back to just try 
to perceive the absurd nature of my current 
situation. I go to an American school in 
Kuwait; my closest friends all come from 
different backgrounds. One is a Kuwaiti, the 
other is Palestinian-Bolivian, and one is a 
British-Spaniard. a. As we sit together in an 
Iranian restaurant, we discuss American 
politics, as well as the current state of each of 
The term “third culture” was first 
coined by sociologists Ruth Hill Useem and 
her husband, John Useem, who were 
conducting studies on US children living 
abroad in India. Useem labeled children’s 
passport country, the United States, as their 
first culture, India —the country where 
children were temporarily living but would 
never fully matriculate—as the second culture, 
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our countries. While the British-Spaniard has a 
hard time choosing which of his background 
countries he wants to talk about, he eventually 
chooses to talk about Britain, even though he 
has lived in Spain for most of his life, and only 
goes to Britain to meet family. Although the 
Palestinian-Bolivian talks about Bolivian 
protests, the Kuwaiti calls him a Palestinian, 
whilst talking about his apartment in Turkey.  
We all differ politically; two 
progressives and two conservatives, and we 
never come to a consensus and often argue 
about the simplest things. But we’re bonded by 
our experiences, our voice to a problem, our 
sense of humor, and our comfort around each 
other. Through each of our identity, we’re able 
to swim in the pool of intercultural dialogue. 
The overall nature of this conversation reflects 
the everyday environment of a "Third Culture 
Kid," which promotes international-
mindedness as well as a generally intercultural 
mindset.  
—Seng-Ku, SLC student 
and the created spaces these children shared as 
the third culture (Useem, 1976). Consequently, 
the Third Culture is a kind of between space, 
wherein youths cultivate a sense of belonging 
around relationships and share rites, as 
opposed to any one particular country or 
culture (Fail, Thompson & Walker, 2004).  
 While some studies suggest (Dewaele 
& Oudenhoven, 2009; Pollock and Van Reken, 
Lam & Selmer, 2004; 2009) that growing up in 
the Third Culture gives students access to a 
greater range of conversational patterns, 
nonverbal communication, notions of 
leadership, patterns of group decision-making 
and other elements of culture, these studies 
also found that youths sometimes struggle with 
feeling “rootless” and without ownership of 
any particular culture. Regardless, this focus 
on relationships creates an interesting dynamic 
between the individual and culture. For 
instance, whether or not it is accurate, there is a 
perception that culture supersedes individual 






restaurants, I tend to be overly loud, and I 
maintain large personal body space when in 
conversation with others.  
Certainly these are stereotypes, albeit 
with perhaps a grain of truth, but when I act 
this way, my international peers attribute it to 
my US-ness: I am a product of my culture. 
Conversely, Third Culture Kids represent a 
kind of inversion of this dynamic; their actions 
create their culture. For instance, Seng-Ku, a 
TCK, has strong observational skills, is adept 
at navigating cultural boundaries, and speaks 
multiple languages. These aspects are shared 
by many of his TCK peers and become the 
mechanisms through which they—to borrow 
from Homi Bhabha (1994)—articulate 
developing cultural meanings that are unique 
unto themselves. These TCKs are more than 
the sum of their cultural parts: as they interact 
they create the liminal space that is the Third 
Culture. Consider the differences. I am thought 
to be made by my culture, whereas Seng-Ku 
actively makes his. As such, in addition to 
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paying attention to the Third Culture as a kind 
of holistic unit, it is equally important to attend 
to the individual identities that contribute to 
this constructed space. 
 
Communities of Practice 
In addition to Third Culture, another element that figures prominently in this discussion 
of constructivist knowledge is Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of Communities of Practice. 
Believing that knowledge is intimately connected to social-culture practice and that learning is a 
result of doing, this doing becomes a “situated activity,” meaning that it is dependent 
on sociocultural contexts. Further, this kind of learning is a graduated process wherein 
individuals slowly become more centrally involved in the field as they garner more experience 
and expertise. As such, for Lave and Wenger, learning is an inseparable aspect of social practice 
such that it becomes impossible to consider the process of learning without doing so in relation 
to the social context in which it is happening.  
In terms of Third Culture this means that TCKs learn what the Third Culture by virtue of 
living abroad and interacting with other Third Culture Kids. Similarly, the notion of doing as a 
form of learning extends to YPAR: in doing research students and taking increasingly more 
ownership over the production and organization of knowledge, they are learning how to become 
more central participants in these power/knowledge production centers.  
Because of my belief in the co-construction of power/knowledge and the importance of 
emic interpretations, particularly as it relates to the Third Culture and the types of learning 
experiences that prove meaningful within this space, my YPAR team is comprised of insiders. In 
order to conduct our investigation into the aforementioned research questions members of the 
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YPAR team, who are also Third Culture Kids, and are also students in the Small Learning 
Community will interview each other and then code this data using a constructivist-oriented 
grounded theory (Charmaz, 2005).  
 We take this route because it prizes their experiences as both individuals and members of 
a collective, as both participants and researchers of the SLC.  We want to look critically at 
students’ experiences in the hopes of developing a provisional theory about the kinds of 
educational practices that best serve Third Culture learners. Moreover, by generating theory that 
reflects their thinking and experiences, these youth-researchers are shaping discourse and lending 
a powerful new lens to the research. 
The following chapter is meant to serve as an in-depth investigation into several of the 
aforementioned topics. In particular attention is paid to the field of international education and its 
stakeholders. Afterwards, it outlines the pedagogical concerns within the field, most notably the 




A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This review is organized into two halves. The first section considers the history of 
international education, discussing the prominent voices in the field in addition to how it has 
traditionally been defined, how it is currently being defined, and subsequently how it is 
regulated. I then discuss the kinds of students who occupy these spaces. Broadly, this first half 
revolves around fundamental concerns that have long been central to the field of international 
education—what is it, who regulates it, and whom does it serve? 
The second half of my review takes a broader look at 21st Century pedagogy. Organizing 
this line of inquiry around two strands, I examine transference and Youth-led Participatory 
Action Research (YPAR).  Here the considerations are pedagogical in nature such as what 
should learning look like in the 21st Century; how can I respect the cultural capital my students 
are bringing into the classroom while still preparing them for their lives beyond high school that 
may necessitate fluency with different cultural currencies? By putting these two bodies of 
research into conversation with each other, I argue that the future of English class within 
international education needs to make a radical shift away from the content that seems to typify 
an American education. Rather, curriculum should focus on participation that extends learning 
into the community, thereby creating more purposeful and politically equitable classrooms.  
Methods of Inquiry and Limitations 
My review of literature began with a search of JSTOR, ProQuest, and the digital libraries 
at Teachers College and Columbia University for keywords related to the aforementioned fields. 
Among those phrases that featured most prominently in my search were international education, 
Third Culture Kids, knowledge transfer, transference, communities of practice, legitimate 
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participation, situated learning, culturally responsive teaching, literacy, YPAR, and critical 
pedagogy. 
Next, I narrowed my reading list by looking for authors whose names appeared in 
multiple sources or who were otherwise recommended by professors at Teachers College. Using 
these names I ran additional searches and utilized Google Scholar to evaluate which sources 
were most frequently cited and gave particular privilege to those texts that had been published in 
the last five years. Finally, I set up notifications on these articles so that I would be apprised of 
when these authors were cited. Doing so helped me glean a better understanding of the current 
way in which these sources were being used and meant that my research wasn’t strictly limited to 
the canonical texts, which, though important, can be less timely.  
Gaps in the Literature  
Although this approach was effective in finding content, it has revealed certain 
shortcomings in the available literature surrounding international education. To begin with the 
field is fairly recent. Indeed, Scanlon and Shields (1968) cite a complete lack of historical 
research in international education, which, they argued, left the field bereft of an established 
lineage or conceptual framework. Although the scope of their claim may have been overly 
large—as there was research on international education written in English extending back to at 
least the early 1950’s (Brickman, 1950)—they do draw attention to a shortage of historical 
reports. Since the publication of Scanlon and Shield’s report, the corpus has grown, though the 
pool of scholars is still relatively small. 
More problematic than the nascent state of the literature, though, is that it has been 
penned almost exclusively by white, Anglo men, many of whom have ties to one of three 
institutions: Teachers College, the University of Pennsylvania, or—more recently—the 
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University of Bath. Although this narrow academic lineage brings advantages like a cogent 
dialogue between writers, there is also serious danger. It is too easy for the discursive space to 
become intellectually incestuous, reflective a singular vantage point. As a white, Anglo woman 
who studies at Teachers College, I am accurately aware of this pitfall and encourage a degree of 
skepticism when it comes to the cohesive nature of the following historical overview. It is a 
narrative told by those who descend from imperial powers about those who so very often have a 
history of being colonized.  
The voices of host-nationals, TCKs, active international teachers, and those who work in 
languages other than English are decidedly absent in the available literature. This casts serious 
doubts on how complete any report can be without intentional efforts to widen the scope of 
voices represented in the field. In this way—while my own academic background is in many 
respects an iteration of those who have come before—as an international teacher, I am an active 
stakeholder in the field, which perhaps affords me a slightly different vantage point. My 
understandings of the field are grounded in the day-to-day realities of my classroom, and my 
work is guided by the voices of my students, whom I actively involve in the research through 
Youth-led Participatory Action Research. 
With this proviso in mind, the following historical account of international education 
rests on three cornerstones. The first is a recapitulating of the major historians and their 
publications that have helped to legitimize the field, both as a conceptual model and as a series of 
brick and mortar institutions. Next, I look more closely at institutions themselves before turning 
away from the question “What is an international school?” to “What is a good international 
school?” by paying attention to standardization and regulation within the field that attempts to 
address this question. 
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International Schools and Schooling 
With over three million students currently enrolled in schools outside of their passport 
countries (Keeling, 2012), international education has the propensity to be a rich site of research, 
particularly as it continues to grow. The UK-based organization, ISC Research, collects data on 
international schools and stated in 2000 that there were 2,584 international schools —a sizable 
uptick from the initial fifty institutions first identified by Robert Leach in 1964. However, by 
2015 the number had swelled to 7,981 schools, which served roughly five million students 
(Fitzgerald, 2018, p. 16), and in 2020, ISC Research estimated that there are roughly 12,000 
schools serving just under six million students. 
Yet, despite this growth, the field continues to be marked by ambiguity. The inability to 
give a precise or quasi-definitive description of what international education is has become a 
kind of trope of the field (see, e.g., Becker, 1969; Butts, 1969; Arum and Van de Water, 1992; 
Scanlon and Shields, 1968; Sylvester, 2003/2008; Hayden, 2007; Bunnell, 2016), owing at least 
in part to its nebulous beginnings. What is generally agreed, however, is that the abstract notion 
of international education predates the founding of any physical institution, though when, where, 
and what precipitated these roots continues to be a point of contention.  
Conceptual Beginnings  
Most scholars point to fairly recent history as the conceptual genesis of international 
education, typically sometime in the latter half of the 20th Century (see, e.g., Carr, 1944; 
Brickman, 1950; Hawkins and Scanlon 1960; Peterson, 2011; Willis, 1992; Yamato, 2003; 
Sylvester, 2015 etc.). Yet, this is not a universally shared understanding. Willis (1992) cites 
European gentry in the Seventeenth Century who were educated abroad in boarding schools; 
Yamato (2003) and Peterson (2011) point to World War II and the ensuing boom in global 
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mobility; and at least Bunnell (2016) is quick to point out that the first usage of the phrase 
International School was in 1924, though this fact is contested by Sylvester (2002), who claims 
it has been in continuous use since the 1860’s. 
 With these early dates and lack of substantial documentation, however, it is difficult to 
know to what degrees international education of the past mirrors international education of 
present. For instance the pedagogical concerns of 17th Century tutors are, arguably, just unclear 
to what extent post-World War II international schools fostered Leach’s “international 
mindedness,” which has become a defining aspect of international schools and will subsequently 
be discussed. Part of the challenge is that it wasn’t until Knight and Leach’s chapter in The 
Yearbook of Education (1964) that a list of defining criteria was even attempted, let alone 
categorized into such a way as to suggest that there might be a range of international schools 
with each heralding a multitude of values, objectives, and pedagogies while still remaining 
distinctly international. 
Differentiating Modern International Education 
In light of these complications and out of a desire to move beyond where the field might 
have begun, it is helpful to establish two parameters that enable this discussion to move forward. 
The first is the distinction between pre-modern and modern forms of international education, 
with pre-modern being a classification meant to account for early and less-regulated forms of 
international schooling, such as those practiced by the social elite or missionaries (Willis, 1992; 
Pollock, 2009). As Scanlon and Shields (1968) mention, there is also a dearth of documentation 
surrounding these early forms in international education, so it is difficult to account for the kinds 
of studies in which students engaged: scholars simply cannot know to what degree students were 
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being exposed to other cultures, what the educational objectives were, or to what extent students 
interacted with peers from other countries.   
Further, Hayden (2006) makes a useful distinction in her discussion of international 
schooling and international schools. Simply put, international schooling is a broader term, meant 
to account for State-regulated education and that which happens elsewhere, such as in the home 
or in any number of social arenas, many of which are still associated with schools though not 
part of a scripted curriculum. Employing this distinction narrows the discussion. It discounts 
early forms of international education wherein youths were sent abroad in apprenticeship models 
to learn trades or social norms because of the lack of State-regulation. 
Impacts and implications of the world congress of education. Consequently, with 
these warrants in place, there is strong justification in tying the conceptual origin of modern, 
State-regulated, international schooling to The World Congress of Education of the Columbian 
Exposition of 1893. More commonly known as the first World's Fair, Robert Sylvester (2002) is 
the first to champion this specific moment as the beginning of modern international education. 
Co-hosted in Chicago by the Educational Committee of the World Congress Auxiliary and the 
National Education Association, the conference held over 140 sessions with representatives from 
twenty-seven different countries (Sylvester, 2002). Among its various tasks and objectives, a 
central concern was fostering international cooperation among schools.  
President of the convention—Charles Bonney—remarked in his opening speech that a 
“true and enduring educational system must have its national and international as well as its local 
relations” (1894, p. 18).  These sentiments were further echoed by other contemporaries 
including Columbia University’s Isaac Leon Kandel, who argued that international education 
was of “national concern” (1937). A prolific scholar, he wrote increasingly in response to war 
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and maintained that international understanding and cooperation was the crux of international 
education (Kandel, 1955). Kandel, in particular, advocated for institutions such as UNESCO, 
which proved to be an early regulatory body in the field (Hayden, 2006). In any case, Bonney’s 
address is the first documented moment where multinational, civic organizations came together 
to develop policies that would foster international education among institutions both within and 
without the United States. 
While it may seem counterintuitive to turn to the 1800’s as the genesis of modern 
international education, the argument in doing so is two-fold. First, it is during this era that we 
begin to see greater documentation in terms of a regulated, widely implemented curriculum akin 
to those that are seen today. As Myers (1996) notes, with the blooming of early industrialization, 
it became commonplace for one or more parents to work outside the home, which meant that 
increasingly society looked toward schools to impart values, habits, and knowledge on young 
minds—a duty previously relegated to the home. Second, it was during this period that world 
leaders, such as those in attendance of the Columbian Exposition, began to explicitly articulate 
the need for what is now called international mindedness (Hill, 2012), a notion that is clearly 
reflected in Kandel’s work (1937). A somewhat nebulous term, Hacking et al. (2018) cite Hill 
(2012) and define the concept as “an overarching construct related to multilingualism, 
intercultural understanding and global engagement.” With these pushes toward international 
mindedness and increasing regulation, the discussions of the 19th Century are a distinctive shift 
from those that had come before where there was greater emphasis on cultural homogenization 
(Myers, 1996).  
Further, with the rise of the 20th Century, global education became increasingly more 
important, particularly in the wake of World War II, which saw a renewed interest in extending 
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political, military, corporate, and humanitarian responsibilities (Hayden, 2006) and later set the 
stage for increased global commerce. In addition to fostering a sense of global mindedness, these 
focuses increasingly took families and corporations abroad, which then increased the demand for 
overseas schools. Jonietz and Harris (1991) note that between 1960 and 1990 the international 
school system grew from being a handful of institutions to numbering roughly a thousand and 
serving half a million people. It’s worth noting that this dramatic growth has continued into the 
21st Century. In the past decade, the number of international schools has doubled, swelling from 
roughly 3,000 schools in 2002 to 6,000 by 2012 (ISC, 2014) to 12,000 by 2020 (ISC, 2020). 
Further, there is an anticipated growth rate of roughly 5% per year (Bunnell, 2014).  As such, 
while Bonney likely could not have predicted the scope of international education when he gave 
his speech at the Columbian Exposition, it is clear that he wasn’t amiss when he called it the 
“spirit of the new age” (1893, p. 18). 
Standardizing Definitions of International Education 
Although the number of international schools is large, that statistic must also be accepted 
with a grain of salt. Bunnell (2014) is quick to remind readers of the inexactitude of studying 
international schooling, owing to, first, the absence of a cogent body of data and, second, to a 
range of terminology, frameworks, and pedagogies. However, in more recent years there have 
been pushes toward greater regulation and description, as per the tradition established by 
Brickman (1968) and Leach (1968), both of whom will subsequently be discussed.  
For instance, Nagrath (2011) observes that some professionals in the field argue that 
being an international school is wholly dependent on the kind and delivery of curriculum, 
whereas others hinge their definition more squarely on the characteristics of the students. Most 
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notably among these latter proponents is the International Association of School Librarianship 
(IASL), which, in 2008, listed eight criteria for being an international school including: 
1.     Transferability of students’ education across international schools 
2.     A moving population (higher than in national public schools) 
3.     Multinational and multilingual student body 
4.     An international curriculum  
5.     International accreditation  
6.     A transient and multinational teacher population 
7.     Non-selective student enrollment 
8.     Usually English or bilingual [sic] as the language of instruction 
IASL contends that a school need not fulfill all of the criteria in order to be considered 
international, even though its description stands in opposition to Bunnell (2014), who takes a 
broader approach in defining international schools. He suggests that Hill’s (2012) international-
mindedness and the diversity of students and faculty (Harwood and Bailey, 2012) are the 
defining characteristics. Here, though, there is an inherent looseness to the quality of the 
language. What Bunnell—like his predecessors—fails to address is what it means to be 
internationally minded or how it can be assessed. Likewise, diversity is an equally problematic 
descriptor; all schools are diverse on some metric, so greater specification is needed in 
describing the specific kinds of diversity that populate international classrooms.       
Perhaps striking a balance between IASL (2011) and Bunnell (2014) is the 
conceptualization of international education provided by the International Schools Consultancy 
(ISC)  Research, which is based out of Oxford. A significant organization, as it is the only 
institution to have consistently collected data on international schooling since the 1970’s 
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(Bunnell, 2014), ISC Research falls within the ranks of organizations such as the Association of 
the Advancement of International Education (AAIE), Teacher Recruitment International (TRI), 
Search Associates, International School Services (ISS), and various region specific 
organizations. Focused, at least peripherally, on creating evaluative paradigms through which 
schools are assessed, this alphabet-soup of organizations has impacted the field by attempting to 
establish certain characteristics of not just international education but good international 
education. Schools have responded in kind and are increasingly shaping their institutional 
climates to reflect these organizations’ values and credentialing processes.  
An alternative way of considering international education might be in terms of glocal 
(Robertson, 1995) and grobal (Ritzer and Ryan, 2002). Coined by Roland Robertson, glocal 
describes a kind of cultural hybridization in which local social communities impact and are 
impacted by global terms of identity (1995, p. 25). For Robertson, this phenomenon and the 
creation of a cultural creole is almost celebratory, whereas for others, it is often more nefarious 
in nature. For instance, in addition to borrowing Robertson’s glocal, Ritzer introduces the term 
grobalization (Ritzer and Ryan, 2002, p. 56-57), explaining that the amalgamation of global and 
local cultures can be a simple refurbishing of colonialism. In these instances, he argues, the 
shaping is driven largely by economic and political agendas, which overtakes the power of the 
local. By using this criteria within international schooling, institutions could be identified by 
whether or not expatriates are trying to transplant the educational model of their passport 
countries into the new context—a more grobal approach wherein economically and politically 
dominant countries drown out the host nation—as opposed to trying to blend the two educational 
systems. As such, glocal aims more truly at the values suggested by the term international 
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education and is one that can be qualitatively assessed through a thorough exploration as to what 
degree the local culture influences the classroom climate. 
Again, though, these two terms are meant to operate on a spectrum with most 
international schools finding themselves somewhere between these two poles. Importantly, 
though, considering schools in terms of their glocal/grobal identities means that the designation 
of international school shifts away from what could very well be the cosmetic features of an 
institution, such as the language of instruction, toward pedagogical considerations like the 
purpose of education and various ethical considerations. This notion will subsequently be 
explored in reference to Hayden and Thompson’s (2013) framework for school types. 
Scholars in the Field 
As has been previously mentioned, much of this discussion has been carried on by a 
limited number of individuals with much of the work having been done only recently. For 
instance, scholarship surrounding international education did not meaningfully find its way into 
the hollows of universities until the 1960’s. It was during the mid-20th Century that scholars 
such as William Brickman, Robert Leach, and James Becker laid the scholastic foundations for 
the field. More recent scholars, including Robert Sylvester, Mary Hayden, J.J. Thompson, 
Tristan Bunnell, Nicholas Brummitt, and Anne Keeling, have since built upon their 
predecessor’s work, though there has been a marked change in the kind of work being produced. 
Early research was concerned primarily with collecting and analyzing primary source 
documents in an attempt to establish how many international schools were in existence and who 
were the kinds of people attending these institutions. The more contemporary research is 
decidedly theoretical. These scholars tend to focus more closely on quality, and, because of the 
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body of work they inherited, they are better able to explore nuances in the various types of 
schools, students, and educational experiences. 
Early voices in international education. The first attempt to try and establish a coherent 
narrative of the history of international education is widely held to be Brickman’s contribution to 
Macmillan’s Encyclopedia of Educational Research (1950), which was titled simply, 
“International Education.” With a background in educational history, Brickman traced 
curriculum, various proposals, and the available research back to the early 19th Century in an 
attempt to establish a comprehensive annotated research bibliography. In doing so, he hoped to 
illuminate the antecedents for what would go on to be his field—comparative education at the 
University of Pennsylvania. 
With Brickman’s work serving as a foundation, the 1960’s proved to be a particularly 
robust era in the development of the scholarship of international education. In 1964, Robert 
Leach published his landmark chapter, in collaboration with Michael Knight. Together, they 
described international education as (1) nonprofit, (2) organizational bodies that (3) mindfully 
use and develop (4) curriculum to teach (5) “international mindedness” (Hill, 2015, p. 11) to 
expatriated students, which are (6) formally associated with multiple governments’ agencies, and 
boast multiculturalism in terms of staff and students (Hayden, 2013). After conducting an 
extensive survey that explored these six characteristics, he posited that there were roughly fifty 
such institutions in existence.  
As Hill observes (2015), this understanding of international schools has evolved—
particularly in terms of the expectation that they be nonprofit entities. He goes on to suggest that 
these same criteria might be used to create a spectrum of international schools, with those 
institutions that satisfy more criteria being considered more international. In any case, just as 
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Brickman is considered to be the first to compile a bibliography of international education, 
Leach is credited with being the first to develop an explicit list of criteria for international 
schools, and he is the first to create a litany of schools that do so. Further, Leach’s research set 
the mold for systematically identifying and evaluating international schools, and he continues to 
be a widely cited scholar in the field, particularly in relation to the development of the 
International Baccalaureate (IB) program for which he is credited as an intellectual founder 
(Saxton and Hill, 2014). 
After Leach’s publication, Brickman again produced the next piece of significant 
literature of the 1960’s. Near the end of the decade, Brickman worked with Stewart Fraser to 
create a documentary history of the field (1968), though they cite David Scanlon’s historical 
overview (1965) of international education organizations as being central to their work. 
Brickman’s volume continues to resonate, and noted chronicler of international education, James 
Sylvester (2015) writes, “Brickman’s work as a historian stands alone and also serves as an 
important milestone in attempts to create a credible mapping of the territory of education” (p. 
23). Unlike his previous work under the auspices of Macmillan’s encyclopedia or Leach’s 
chapter in The Yearbook of Education (1964), Brickman and Fraser’s A History of International 
and Comparative Education Nineteenth-Century Documents (1968), was a book unto itself, 
tacitly suggesting that the field of International Education was owed more than a mere footnote. 
Shortly after the publication of Brickman and Fraser’s A History of International and 
Comparative Education Nineteenth-Century Documents (1968), Martin Mayer—who, along with 
Leach, was instrumental in developing the International Baccalaureate program—reported that 
there were roughly 75,000 expatriated children being served by nearly 250 “American-ethos” 
schools (Bunnell, 2014, p. 18). His report is significant in three respects: it was among the first to 
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quantify the number of US students being educated abroad; it showcased the surge in the number 
of international schools; and it described the Americanization (Mayer, 1968) of the international 
student body, by which Mayer meant that most expat children came from intellectually, socially, 
and financially affluent US families. This characterization continues to be prototypical of much 
of the expat schooling community, though a shift has begun, particularly in eastern Asia 
(Bunnell, 2014). 
Following Mayer’s account, James Becker completed his report for Washington D.C.’s 
Foreign Policy Association entitled An Examination of Objectives, Needs and Priorities in 
International Education in U.S. Secondary and Elementary School (1969), which was another 
landmark undertaking. In his report, Becker examined the state of international education within 
the United States. He raised questions regarding what its primary objectives should be and the 
various curricular designs that could be implemented to achieve these goals. Although Becker’s 
focus was clearly US Policy as it relates to stateside schools, his report helped direct the public 
conversation toward the US students who were being educated abroad. His arguments were 
further developed in Schooling for a Global Age (1979), which earned him the moniker “the 
father of global education”  (Kirkwood and Goldstein, 2007, p. 11-12). Here, again, his focus 
was primarily on developing stateside curriculums that fostered global citizenship, as opposed to 
the ethnocentric dichotomy of us-versus-them. Additionally, his book also featured rich research 
on the kinds of pedagogical and curricular work being done in schools outside of the United 
States, both within and without schools populated by US expats.  
In addition to Becker, scholars such as David Scanlon of Teachers College in conjunction 
with his writing partner James Shields (1968) also concerned themselves with the relationship 
between federal policy and international education, most notably in Problems and Prospects in 
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International Education. This work, like Scanlon’s documentary history of the field (1960), 
includes a lengthy bibliography but concludes with the central claim that more quantitative 
studies, particularly those concerned with governmental policy, must be conducted. However, as 
Dolby and Rahman (2008, p. 685) go on to note that “As federal policy became less of a central 
issue in international education through the 1970’s and 1980’s, scholarly interest in this area also 
waned.”  In some respects, Dolby and Rahman were overly modest in their claim that scholastic 
interest in International Education seems to have all but disappeared: during the 70’s and 80’s, 
publications were extremely limited, and with very few exceptions, none are cited in current 
literature. It wasn’t until the 90’s with Jonietz and Hayden that there was a kind of re-burgeoning 
of the field.  
In sum, the early work in academic investigations regarding International Education are 
primarily a kind of inventory that sought to legitimize the field. Researchers such as Brickman, 
Leach, and Mayer were fundamentally concerned with how many international schools and 
stakeholders existed and the conceptual descriptions that would elucidate what is meant by 
descriptors like international education and international schooling. Looking across their work, 
certain characteristics repeat and are subsequently echoed by more recent scholars such Jonietz 
(1991), Hill (2015), Brunnell (2016), and Hallgarten, Tabberer, & McCarthy (2015). It is 
possible to discern a rough list of characteristics of international schooling. Generally, it can be 
understood to be institutions that (1) serve multinational, internationally-mobile student 
population; (2) employ a non-profit fiscal model, and (3) foster international-mindedness 
(Leach, 1964), which might be best understood as an emphasis on international cooperation and 
what Bunnell, Fertig, & James (2016) call an international curriculum. Yet, as Bunnell and his 
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colleagues are quick to note, this phrase, too, is not without its complexity (see, e.g., Cambridge, 
2011; Hayden, 2013).  
Thus, relieved of the onus of counting and naming, researchers like Hayden, Thompson, 
and Brunell are now better able to ask more abstract questions as they examine how international 
education has changed in light of 21st Century globalization. However, it is worth noting that 
while the questions and types of studies may have changed, the underlying conquest is the same. 
The unnamed underbelly of the work still centrally revolves around notions of legitimacy: What 
is a legitimate international school? What is it not? And how can it be regulated? 
Contemporary voices in international education. Among the more prolific writers in 
the field is Mary Hayden, a professor at the University of Bath and editor-in-chief for the journal 
Research in International Education. Additionally, she and her frequent writing partner, JJ 
Thompson run the Center for the study of Education in International Context (CEIC), which has 
become a critically important intellectual hub (Pearce, 2013). Not only does CEIC serve as a 
kind of archive, it is also has become a nexus where the crossroads of historic, economic, and 
social frameworks are examined as they relate to International Education broadly and 
International Schooling more particularly —again, the former being inclusive of the latter and 
not limited to lesson plans and brick-and-mortar institutions.  
 Having published since the mid 1990’s, Hayden and Thompson’s work has explored a 
variety of topics within the field, including the professional development of international 
educators (see, e.g., Hayden and Thompson, 2011; Hayden, 2007; 2002), Third Culture Kids 
(Hayden, 2012), and transnational learning spaces (Hayden and McIntosh, 2018; Hayden 2016; 
2012). Importantly, Hayden and Thompson (2013) have been instrumental in developing a 
shared vocabulary for the various kinds of international schools including Type A, traditional 
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school for “global nomads;” Type B, ideological driven institutions for those committed to global 
improvement; and Type C, schools that are populated by host-nationals but desire something that 
is beyond the scope and sequence of the local school system (Hayden 2016; Hayden and 
Thompson, 2013), though it should be noted as neatly as these terms break down on paper, their 
lived realities are no doubt more complex with many schools falling partially into multiple 
categories.  
This classification schema, particularly in relation to observations by Mayer (1968) and 
Leach (1964), attests to the way in which the landscape of international schools is changing. 
Whereas before scholars like Leach—and Mayer to a lesser extent— sought a singularly 
unifying understanding of what an international school is, Hayden maintains, “it may be more 
realistic to envisage the grouping of international schools as representing a spectrum” (Hayden, 
2006, p. 18). Allowing for this distinction means that the conversation can become more 
nuanced, tailored to specific kinds of international schools. For instance, the curricular needs of 
local students in Type-C Non-traditional International Schools might very well differ from those 
in a Type-A Traditional International School, whose students tend to be more globally mobile. 
Moreover, Hayden’s classification takes into account the question of legitimacy.  
In many ways Types A and B tend to be more widely recognized as “legitimate” 
international schools, owing perhaps to their long standing traditions. For instance, Type A 
schools generally cater to internationally mobile students, whose parents work for international 
agencies or companies (Hallgarten, Tabberer, & McCarthy, 2015). Additionally, while the 
students are often multinational, they are typically Western, do not include many host national 
students (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2016), and the language of instruction is almost exclusively 
English (Mayer, 1968). In terms of the operation of the school, parents —or the companies for 
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which they work— pay school fees, though the institution follows a non-profit model (Hayden 
and Thompson, 2013), and schools are formally associated with regulatory bodies e.g. Middle 
States Accreditation, Council of International Schools, of Western Association of Schools and 
Colleges, or the IB Program. Such characteristics align Type-A schools squarely with schools 
like The International School of Geneva, purported to be the oldest international school in the 
world still in operation and as Hill (2016, p. 63) noted, was considered by Leach to be “the 
archetype of the pure and true international school.”  Alternatively, Type-B schools—those that 
are ideologically driven—may not share the same kind of student body as Type-A schools, but 
they, too, emulate long-standing traditions within the realm of international education (Bunnell, 
Fertig, & James, 2016). According to Hayden and Thompson (2013), these schools are 
committed to education for global cooperation and feature curriculums that herald as much, such 
as the International Baccalaureate program, another feature of the International School of 
Geneva. As such, just as with Type-A schools, there are echoes of the past as Type-B schools 
continue to champion long-held values, such as those called for at the Congress of Education of 
the Columbian Exposition in 1893.  
Type-C schools, on the other hand, represent a decidedly different and ongoing shift from 
schema associated with Type-A and Type-B schools. Often, these schools are established to 
serve the needs of host-national—local—students, which means that the study body tends to be 
significantly more mononational. Because they lack the diversity which is almost a hallmark of 
international education (Hallgarten, Tabberer, & McCarthy, 2015) and cater to the needs of local 
students, Machin (2014, p. 21) raises concerns about the underlying intentions of these 
institutions, suggesting that they lack the global-mindedness of Type A and B schools. Likewise, 
citing Tarc and Mishra-Tarc (2015), Bunnell, Fertig, & James (2016) suggest that many Type-C 
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schools ultimately employ English as the language of instruction and little else, meaning that 
they fall short of fostering the endemic international mindedness in a multitude of respects. 
However, despite these obvious areas of concern, Type-C schools cannot be dismissed outright: 
simply by virtue of numbers, these schools occupy an important position in the field of 
international education. According to a study conducted by Brumitt and Keeling (2013), Type-C 
schools are among the fastest growing as an increasing middle class seeks to educate their youth 
in the private sector (Bunnell, 2014) at these for-profit institutions.  
In addition to their work in the kind of schools in the field, Hayden and Thompson have 
written and edited several stand-alone books, though many of these publications are centered on 
the IB program. Consequently, in thinking about the field more broadly, their most important 
publications are often shorter articles, such as those concerned with the aforementioned types of 
schools, TCKs, or other school stakeholders. To this end, they are featured prominently in 
International Education and Schools: Moving Beyond the First Forty Years (2013). Edited by 
Richard Pearce—another scholar out of the University of Bath— the anthology is among the 
most widely cited works in International Education and is expected to continue to be a literary 
cornerstone (Haywood, 2014). In some ways the text carries with it the ethos of a salon; leading 
researchers—Mary Hayden, JJ Thompson, Tristian Bunnell, Nicholas Brummitt, Anne 
Keeling— cite each other frequently, almost as though they are engaged in one continuous 
conversation around the social factors that impact international education such as corporate 
growth, local demand, and global mobility. The effect speaks to the relatively narrow band of 
scholars active in the field but also has a way of distinguishing whose voices resonate most 
clearly within the field.  
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For instance, Anne Keeling works with ISC Research, which purports to be an 
independent organization dedicated to tracking information on international education using 
governmental records, school reports, and so-called market experts (iscresarch.com). Perhaps 
because of her position and the ready access to data it provides, Keeling has a tendency to 
publish quantitatively-rich work related to international education as it relates to post-secondary 
experience (Keeling, 2018); projected growth of international schools (Brummitt and Keeling, 
2013); and the general rise of for-profit international schools (Brummitt and Keeling, 2013). 
Further, much of her work is done in conjunction with Nicholas Brummitt, who not only is the 
founder of ISC Research but also has been actively investigating the field since 1978 (Pearce, 
2013) making his tenure as researcher in the field among the longest. 
Their work, in turn, is widely cited by both Pearce (2013) and Tristan Bunnell (2014), 
who was both a protégé of Hayden and Thompson and a lecturer at the University of Bath. 
Because Bunnell, unlike Keeling and Brummitt, is primarily associated with a university as 
opposed to a marketing agency like ILC, his contributions fit more comfortably within the 
realms of academia. He has increasingly become a more central figure in the field, particularly 
after his 2014 publication of The Changing Landscape of International Schooling. Along with 
attempting to tighten the language that surrounds the field, Bunnell also synthesizes data from 
prominent organizations such as the ISC, International Schools Journal (ISJ), the Alliance for 
International Education (AIE), as well as independent research from Keeling and Brummitt. As a 
result, Bunnell’s data-rich exploration of the field echoes Leach (1964) in that it provides greater 
context for the consistent concerns in the field including standardization as a way to ensure 
quality, the challenges of training and recruiting teachers, the kinds of students who attend such 
institutions, and commercialization—which seems to have largely replaced the altruistic 
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intentions of missionaries, general philanthropists, and other early founders in the field. Unlike 
much of the previous research in the field, which pivots on tracing the past, Bunnell’s work 
explores trends that are resulting from the recent surge in the numbers of schools and 
stakeholders in international education. 
Inspired by Bunnell’s work, Ian Hill (2015) wrote a concise version of the evolution of 
the concept of international schooling, aptly titled “What is an ‘international school’?” in which 
he neatly synthesizes Leach’s types of schools with Hayden’s and Thompson’s. However, it’s his 
tone that makes his work unique. Rather than mourn the changes to the landscape of international 
education, as Type-C schools become increasingly common, Hill claims “it is surely a good 
thing that international schools are attracting local students, so that they are not defined what has 
traditionally been the preserve of the internationally mobile elite.” In the second part of his 
article, he goes on with what this democratic view of the field. He argues that many so-called 
international schools do not offer international education while many state and private national 
schools can and increasingly are doing just that. As such, he concludes that establishing any kind 
of hierarchy of international-ness among schools amounts to a fool’s errand. Rather, he 
maintains the diversity and the complexity of the changing field ought to be embraced.  
Finally, the last modern scholar of note is James Cambridge. He has been widely 
published and served was the head of research projects with the International Baccalaureate 
Research Unit and as a visiting research fellow at the University of Bath. However, what makes 
his work stand out is that he is, perhaps, the author most frequently cited by Hayden. 
Additionally, his name occurs frequently in the bibliographies of Bunnell and Thompson. 
Cambridge’s work often revolves around organizational theory and how economic systems 
intersect with international education (see, e.g., Cambridge 1998; 2000; 2002; 2006; 2017). 
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While his work often seems to resonate with the Leach’s ideas of international-mindedness, his 
work on systemic causes and effect is particularly important and an often neglected niche of 
international education. For instance, in a recent publication (Cambridge, 2017), he explores the 
impact Brexit may have on international education. Although these may seem like disparate 
areas, Cambridge observes that policy that creates obstacles for foreign-trading make it less 
likely that British families will move overseas, which reduces the number of expat children in 
international schools (Cambridge, 2017). Ostensibly, this change in a student body has 
implications for the kind of institution a school is —lose too many expat students and suddenly a 
school changes from a Type-A school to a Type-C, as the school might opt to admit more host-
nationals as a way to stay fiscally viable.  
Ultimately, what all of these scholars have contributed to is a growing body of literature 
that attempts to lend greater clarity to the deceptively simple question What is international 
education, and for whom is it intended? Having paid attention to the former, the next section 
pays attention to the latter because it is impossible to have any kind of discussion of what 
international schooling is without consider the student-stakeholders being educated. Students’ 
personal experiences have a dramatic impact on school culture (Weiner and Higgins, 2017; 
Ladson-Billings, 1995), so it is therefore fundamentally important to be able to accurately 
characterize these students and the kinds of lives they lead. The following discussion gives a 
brief statement of how the student population within international schools has shifted. It goes on 
to pay particular attention to the various labels used within the field, which are perhaps indicative 
of these changes. 
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Student Stakeholders in International Education 
Vandrick (2011) notes that while early international schools may have been populated by 
the children of missionaries or military personnel, increasingly they are being filled with either 
the children of wealthy locals or those who are a part of large, multinational corporations. At 
times the students who comprise the latter group are called Third Culture Kids (Limberg and 
Lambie 2011; Pollock and Van Reken 2009; Useem 1976), global nomads (McCaig, 1992; Al-
Issa 2004; Bell-Villada et al. 2011; Vandrick, 2011; Kannisto, 2014) or international students 
(Phillips and Schweisfurth, 2014), while at others they are more colloquially broken down into 
still smaller subcultures like military-brats and diplo-brats. However, generally the students who 
occupy Type A international schools—which Hayden (2016) describes simply as being schools 
for intended for “global nomads”—tend be characterized as youths living outside of the countries 
in which they were born; these students move internationally with relative frequency, and they 
often enjoy privileges stemming from a relatively high socioeconomic status (Appel-
Schumacher, 2015). 
         Although Hayden and Thompson (2013) use the term global nomad to distinguish student 
populations in Type A schools from Types B and C, the term feels like an inappropriate 
descriptor. Coined by McCaig (1992), global nomads bond to each other through shared 
experiences and challenges and are both a part of and apart from their host and passport cultures. 
Kannisto (2014) goes on to describe global nomads as people who are constant travelers, who 
“blur boundaries questioning such structural divisions as between home and abroad.” (p. 2) She 
readily uses the word “homeless” (p. 2) —a connotatively loaded term —to describe these 
people and characterizes this state as a kind of political choice that speaks to a globalized identity 
rather than a singular nationality. The problem with this understanding, however, is that because 
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a majority of students are minors, they have limited input on where their families move, so their 
transitory lifestyle lacks the political sentiment of the Kannisto’s global nomad, who are 
deliberately without a sense of place or home. 
Alternatively, the term Third Culture Kid (TCK) is becoming increasingly more common 
within the research.  First proposed by Ruth Hill Useem and John Useem—who studied US 
children living in India—the moniker has existed since the late fifties, but has only as of late 
come into more widespread use, particularly as these youths have aged to become Adult Third 
Culture Kids (ATCK) and founded a fairly robust online community (Pollock and Van Reken, 
2009). As the term TCK suggests, Useem and Useem (1976) described these youths as operating 
in relation to three different cultures. The first culture is the passport country of the child; the 
second is the country in which the child is currently living; and the third “is a generic term to 
cover the styles of life created, shared, and learned by persons who are in the process of relating 
their societies, or sections thereof, to each other” (Useem, 1993). 
Pollock and Van Reken also work within the description provided by Useem and Useem 
and look particularly at parenting TCKs—a sentiment which in and of itself speaks to the growth 
of the community. Again, though, there are oversights within their description. For instance, 
Pollock and Van Reken write that a TCK is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her 
developmental years outside the parents’ culture. They note that TCKs frequently build 
relationships to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership of any. Consequently, 
although elements from each culture may be assimilated into the TCK’s life experiences, the 
sense of belonging is in relation to others of similar background (Pollock and Van Reken, 2009, 
p. 13).  
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While it is true that many of the students within a Type A school have been raised outside 
of their parents’ home countries, it is perhaps overbroad to argue that they have been raised 
“outside of their parents’ cultures.” Many TCKs still participate in the rites and rituals of home 
such as important milestones like quinceañeras or the mastery of their mother tongue, such as 
Mandarin. As such, in many ways students remain very much inside their parents’ cultures, 
though it is true that they have missed other common routines that help bring a person into a 
particular social sphere. Moreover, Pollock and Van Reken’s definition becomes still murkier 
because there are many Kuwaiti students who are US citizens by birth, but, short of having a 
passport that enables greater mobility, they do little that would identify them as American. This, 
then, broaches a quagmire, raising questions as to what degree citizenry is performed or a 
product of readily identifying as a particular nationality. 
What is clear is that many students in a Type-A school have spent a significant portion of 
their developmental years outside of their parents’ home countries (Moore and Barker, 2012). 
They are youths who participate at least peripherally in both their first and second cultures and 
share the experience with their peers of being both insider and outsider within these respective 
spaces (Limberg and Lambie, 2011). They move somewhat frequently, have little say—and often 
little notice—in where they go, tend to come from privileged socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Vandrick, 2011), and have little intention of immigrating to their host nations. Additionally, for 
many students, their sense of belonging is dictated not by geography but rather by the 
relationships they foster (Fail, 2004). 
These elements must be considered when developing curricular focuses. Because 
students transfer between international schools fairly regularly, there must be a degree of 
regulation, which the field is beginning to see as more regulatory bodies are introduced. 
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Additionally, TCKs exist within this constructed space, so it makes sense to try and capitalize on 
shared rites of passage by designing instruction and assessments that enable students to bring 
these lived experiences into the classroom in a way to service both this constructed space and 
classroom learning. Finally, as the language suggests, international education is a growing, 
changing field—one that is steeped in the tug-o-war between glocal and grobal inclinations. As 
the needs of learners shift, it is important to take a pedagogical stance on where a particular 
institution stands within this continuum. 
The First Conundrum: Building Strong Pedagogy in International Setting 
The impact of social, cultural and economic contexts on learning has been a site of both 
theoretical (see, e.g., Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Durkheim, Lukes & Halls 2014; Freire, 
1970/2000) and practitioner research (see, e.g., Carr  & Kemmis, 1988; Bradley, Conner, & 
Southworth, 1994; Varenne & McDermott 1998; Fecho, 2003; Lingard & Renshaw, 2010; 
Cochran-Smith & Power, 2010; Alvermann & Moore, 2011) for decades. Without question, there 
are nuances to these discussions with some focusing more broadly on the ways in which 
context(s) and learning influence social reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Durkheim, 
Varenne & McDermott, 1998) whereas others (Fecho, 2003;  Cochran-Smith & Power, 2010; 
Alvermann & Moore, 2011) take a more focused look at specific classroom practices and the 
ways in which they work in concert and in conflict with contextual norms. Ultimately, however, 
most of the aforementioned studies seem to resonate with Fenwick and Cooper’s (2013) 
assertion that students from backgrounds that are more closely aligned with the dominant 
cultural context have an added advantage in school, wherein the expectations and demands are 
reflective of these ideals. 
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Working under this premise, international schooling then becomes subject to a series of 
interesting questions. For instance, in a truly multinational, multiethnic, multilingual classroom, 
what are the dominant cultures? Are they the “home” culture of the students, of the teacher? Is it 
the host culture? Is it the Third Culture as theorized by Useem and Useem (1976)? Moreover, 
how then are these various cultures honored and reflected in praxis and pedagogy?  
If our mission of educators is to help prepare students for college and career readiness, 
then these questions are thrown into still greater relief within an international context where 
colleges and careers are wide-ranging in terms of kind and place. Thus, there is an even greater 
onus on students in international schools, who must not only learn how to transfer knowledge 
and skills learned in school and whatever comes—university, work, internships—but also, they 
must transfer skills between the host of cultural frameworks that regularly intersect in their lives.  
 As such, the concept of transference—the capacity to extend learning from one space to 
another—is critically important to international education and will be discussed in depth. 
However, the discussion cannot be limited to this idea, for this process resonates as distinctly 
apolitical—a stance that is antithetical to the classroom. Although the political nature of 
education has been explored in depth (see, e.g., Freire, 1970/2000; Moll et al., 1995; Street, 
2001), this discussion is rarely extended to international schools, which is interesting, given the 
obvious ways in which politics come into play in this particular setting. Not only are 
governmental agencies explicitly involved in the management of schools, but also as content and 
curriculums are established, certain texts, values, and behaviors become privileged over others. 
One possible answer to establishing more culturally responsive classrooms while aiding 
knowledge transfer might be found in focus on developing opportunities in the classroom that 
support students taking more active roles in their communities beyond school. The following 
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discussion will attempt to bring notions of transference, culture, and community before shifting 
into a discussion of participatory action research. 
Examining Transference 
The history of transference is one that has been well documented and has continued to be 
a site of research for decades (e.g. Thorndike 1913; Judd 1908; Gick & Holyoak 1983; Reed 
1987; Klausmeier 1985; Byrnes 1996; Thomas 2007; Lightner, Bendar, and Kramer, 2008; 
Smith 2012; Foley and Kaiser, 2013; Illeris 2014). Yet despite the numerous studies, they are 
marked with ambiguity when it comes to how, why, and when students are able to transfer their 
learning. Citing Byrnes (1996), Bransford and the National Research Council (2004) defines 
transference as the capacity to extend what has been learned in one context to another. The initial 
investigations were conducted as early as 1901 by Thorndike and Woodworth; however, 
Thorndike’s more notable work came in 1913 with the publication of The Identical Elements 
Theory of the Transfer of Training. It was in this paper in which Thorndike argued that physical 
space has a profound impact on the ways in which children are able to transfer knowledge 
between contexts. In the end, Thorndike concluded that children could translate knowledge and 
skills learned in school to a variety of situations beyond the classroom as long as certain 
elements remained identical within these respective spaces. Although revolutionary at the time in 
that it challenged existing theories that exalted tthe development of “mental muscle,” (Bransford, 
2004) Thorndike’s conclusions have since been roubled by more recent work (Gick and 
Holyoak, 1980; Reed 1987). Their work has demonstrated that even when problems are 
structurally identical to those seen before, students still have difficulty implementing what was 
previously learned, particularly in far transfer scenarios. 
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Hung (2013) then adds greater depth to this understanding, suggesting that as opposed to 
simply being able to apply knowledge or skills in different scenarios, transference also speaks to 
the way in which knowledge or skills are adapted for problem solving. In doing so, the process 
becomes more cognitively complicated. To account for degrees of adaptation, theorists 
distinguish between near transfer and far transfer (Schunk, 2004). In the former, the context of a 
task or problem is relatively similar to the context in which it was first encountered, whereas in 
the latter there is a decrease in what Hung calls the “salient similarity and pragmatic relevance 
between the forms of original knowledge and the target far transfer knowledge” (2013, p. 35). He 
goes on to note that students struggle in particular with far transference, a process that seems as 
though it should be the very foundation of what education should be, assuming the goal is to 
prepare students for life beyond the classroom.  
Additionally Illeris’s (2009) conducted a study that looked at the relationship among five 
learning spaces, as opposed to a simple dichotomy of School and not-School, a duality that is 
reflective of early investigations like Thorndike’s. These learning domains include: (1) everyday 
learning, (2) school and educational learning (3) workplace learning (4) net-­‐‑based learning, and 
(5) interest-­‐‑based learning. Illeris’s argument suggests that it’s not simply the elements that need 
to remain identical for transference to happen as Thorndike had argued; instead, he points to the 
more abstracted concept of these learning domains. In recognizing a greater range of locations 
where learning is apt to happen, Illeris extends the discussion and raises more nuanced questions 
about when and where transference happens, though ultimately he comes to rest at a similar 
conclusion: although learners can readily transfer knowledge and skills within a single domain, 
—independent of physical location—they have great difficulty transferring knowledge among 
these different spaces, no matter how many elements appear unchanged. 
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Beyond the impact of the learning domains, Thomas (2007) has also extended the 
discussion of transference to the barriers an individual might face as a learner. For instance, 
citing Caffarella (2002), he observes that the amount of foundational knowledge has an 
enormous impact on a learner’s capacity to transfer knowledge, as does personal motivation, 
confidence (Knowles 1990), and the social arena in which the learning and attempted 
transference occurs. Lightner, Benander, and Kramer (2008) also write about the more abstract 
cognitive barriers to transference, noting that it is a skill that needs to be modeled, but that in the 
end, the learner needs to take ownership of the knowledge or skill that is being applied. Closson 
(2013) also points to cultural factors that might impact learning transfer, specifically drawing 
attention to race, ethnicity, and cultural differences that might impact how learners transfer, 
perhaps in their willingness to do so as they navigate through various social contexts—a point 
that underscores the complexities of an international classroom where social contexts are so far-
ranging. 
Certainly, there is a degree of  common sense to all of this, but what the simplicity of 
these conclusions illustrates is just how little is understood about the ways in which learning is 
transferred between contexts. If one of the driving purposes of secondary school is to prepare for 
college and career readiness, then the research surrounding transference suggests that—at best—
the hurdles in doing so are mighty, and—at worst—it suggests that our efforts as teachers in 
helping students learn to jump them are futile. And yet some people do learn how to read and 
write in school and subsequently use this skill in everyday life, even if it’s just to navigate the 
channels of social media. Some people do learn geometry and later go on to build bridges. Thus, 
it’s easy to conclude that, despite not fully understanding how or why transference happens, 
there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that it does nevertheless. 
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A point of note, too, is that while cognitive transference has fallen out of vogue and—in 
some ways is misused in terms of its original conception—it is employed throughout this study 
nonetheless. Language is inherently limited and there needs to be some kind of short hand that 
addresses how students are able to connect their classroom learning to their lives beyond this 
specific space. This skill, whatever its name, is a foremost concern of education. 
Increasing transference. In an effort to establish why certain skills or knowledge sets 
have greater transferability for some learners, select researchers (Fenwick, 2000; Roberts, 2016; 
Furman and Sibthorb, 2013) have begun advocating for experiential learning as a way of 
increasing the transfer of learning. Couching their argument in Dewey’s Progressive ideals, 
Vygotsky’s social constructivism, and Piaget’s stages of development, Sibthorb et al. (2011) 
trace a participatory element throughout various kinds of teaching and learning techniques, 
including problem-based learning (Hass and Ferman, 2008), project-based learning (Thomas, 
2000), and cooperative learning (Hamm and Adams, 1992). Central to each of these methods is 
the way in which knowledge is actively, socially constructed, processed, and reflected upon 
within learning communities. As Furman and Sibthorb note, research has shown that reflection 
(Cranton, 2002; Jordi 2010), active learning (Cox, 1997; Haskell, 2001), and having social 
spaces in which to practice the application of skills and knowledge (Shibthorp et al. 2011) are 
thought to positively impact learning transfer, as is the simple habit of articulating the 
relationship between course content and more distant applications. 
Admittedly, it is easy to drop phrases like authentic assessment, project-based learning, 
experiential learning and see them as a kind of simple panacea. Yet to embrace this kind of 
teaching calls for a certain brand of courage on the part of the stakeholders in the classroom. 
Teachers must be willing to relinquish a great deal of control and authority, and trust that their 
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students have something to contribute to the academic discourse of the room. Likewise, students 
must be willing to participate, to trust in their teacher’s guidance and to trust in their own 
capacities for discovery. In doing so, both parties are actively disrupting the monodirectional 
flow of information that is typical of Initiate-Respond-Evaluate (IRE) classrooms (Mehan, 
1979), wherein students are vessels and teachers are the imparters of knowledge. Not only does 
the work of Furman and Sibthorb (2011) and Hass & Ferman (2008) suggest that this model is 
ineffective at increasing knowledge transfer, it also denies the possibility of socially co-
constructed knowledge. Consequently, as we consider what it means to foster students capacities 
for far-transfer in international classrooms, there is good sense in finding culturally responsive 
and highly participatory modes of learning: centering classrooms around Communities of 
Practices—as opposed to canon-driven curriculums—accomplishes both.  
Communities and Cultures in Action 
Before venturing further into a discussion of culture and how to leverage it in the 
classroom to create more equitable spaces, it’s worth addressing what is implied by the word. 
Conceptually, there is often an underlying problem in which a narrow definition of culture is 
assumed, one that becomes too synonymous with ethnicity. Indeed, this is a tendency that can be 
traced throughout much of the literature surrounding culture and pedagogy, which is, in turn, 
rooted in the thinking surrounding critical literacy. As Ladson-Billings (1995) notes, the 
language surrounding culture and teaching has continued to shift as greater nuance is 
acknowledged. For instance, she begins by noting Au and Jordan’s (1981) term culturally 
appropriate, which advocated for using story-talk to educate Hawaiian students. Similarly 
Mohatt and Erickson’s (1981) culturally congruent, grew out of a study that analyzed the 
different ways Indian and non-Indian teachers managed a classroom and later paved the way for 
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the adoption of the term culturally compatible (1985). Cazden and Leggett (1976)—similar to 
Erickson and Mohatt (1982)—posit the term culturally responsive, in which they argue that the 
“invisible culture of the community into the school through parent participation, hiring and 
promotion of minority group personnel” (p. 34). Without question, this is an important shift in 
terms of the philosophical landscape of education. The push to celebrate culture, particularly 
non-dominant cultures, was among the first to ask educators to look closely at the political 
implications of schooling. However, these studies seem to suggest that there is a “Hawaiian” way 
of learning, an “Indian” way of teaching. While there may be a degree of truth in these 
underlying suppositions, there is a danger in homogenizing a group of individuals because they 
happen to share the same passport, heritage, or zip code. 
Fecho and Clifton (2016) further trouble this quotidian assumption of culture as an 
offshoot of race or ethnicity by arguing that there are any numbers of cultures—the culture of 
guitarists, of writers, of roller derby queens, of Latinos, of Syrians—to which a person might 
subscribe. In some ways their argument seems to resonate with the work done by Gee (2011), 
who discusses “Big-D” Discourse as a way of simultaneously talking about cultural communities 
(Clark, 1996), Communities of Practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and activities systems 
(Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999) under a single moniker. In doing so, he begins to 
push the understanding of culture toward something that is dependent on actions as opposed to 
solely ethnic markers: it is created by specific practices that reinforce community norms. Yet the 
potential problem with research that allies culture with action—which seems to come in response 
to many of the early ethnographic studies—is the lack of distinction between a culture and a 
community. I make this observation not so much as to critique the work but rather to suggest that 
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as educators push toward being responsive to culture, they might more accurately be 
characterized as being responsive to Communities of Practice.   
Rogoff et. al. (2012) argue that a culture is composed of a variety of communities and 
that these populations are created through action —an understanding that resonates with Gee 
(2011). Understanding this notion has particular implications for international classrooms, which 
are largely populated with TCKs, a group of learners whose life experiences are often less 
reflective of any one particular culture. Instead, their life experiences are comprised of a series of 
actions and shared experiences. 
Further, Rogoff et al. (2012) offer insights into the relationship between culture and 
community by suggesting that children come to learn the former—culture—through practice and 
observations within communities. In thinking of the concepts in this way, where communities of 
practice are non-hierarchical subcomponents of cultures, the distinction between the two seems 
to be largely in terms of scope. While both are contingent on actions and shared knowledge, 
culture honors a larger discourse, one that is expansive in terms of chronology and location, 
whereas communities are more localized and involve what Varenne calls entanglements; 
particular interactions, conversations, and exchanges that happen at particular times in particular 
places (H. Varenne, lecture notes, January 30, 2017). 
For instance, in a typical Type-A classroom, a TCK with an Ecuadorian passport might 
be living in an Arab country, reading a draft of his novel that he’s written in English to a writing 
group with members who come from China and Jordan. These students are entangled because of 
the task at hand, the context in which they work, and the partaking of communal actions.  As 
such, it is clear that these students have entered into a series of Communities of Practice—a 
community of writers and editors, of English-speakers and high school students, among others. 
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Yet, to truly join the culture of writers, arguably, these students would first have to name 
themselves as such, and second they would need to feel some sort of connection with writers 
who are outside—both geographically and chronologically—of the immediate circumstances. 
This gradual move toward fuller participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991) within the writing 
culture might very well come through experiences within the community, and undoubtedly it is 
also interrelated with mutually experienced rites of passages, such as the first rejection letter. 
Admittedly, this understanding is not without its problems because it might be possible to 
be a part of a writing culture without engaging in a writing community. To this critique, I can say 
only that because humans are social beings, this trajectory seems less likely. Further, even if an 
individual is not meeting with a community in person, s/he is likely still engaged with the 
discursive community found in books or other sources that represent an abstracted social 
interaction. In any case, the point stands that classrooms are particularly rich social spaces, a 
nexus for a host of cultures and communities. However, it is important to recognize these are not 
simply stagnant descriptors. Rather, they intersect and interact within the activity system and do 
so in particular ways. Having already paid attention to the elements of international schooling 
and Third Culture, it is now necessary to look at what Rogoff et. al. (2012) might consider to be 
the building blocks of these spaces —communities, particularly those that are actualized through 
the classroom practice.  
Unpacking culture and communities. Working from a sociocultural stance, socio-
anthropologists Lave and Wenger published the now seminal text Situated Learning Legitimate 
Peripheral Participation (1991) as part of a series dedicated to exploring the relationships 
among society, culture, learning, and knowledge transfer. They posit that learning, at its core, is 
a situated activity, which is to say, it is dependent on various sociocultural contexts. Although 
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there is certainly cross over between in situ learning and various apprenticeship models, Lave 
and Wenger go one step further, suggesting situated learning is a “theoretical perspective,” (p. 
31) wherein the learning itself is an inseparable aspect of social practice. Because of this stance, 
it becomes impossible to focus on learning as a discrete process, as might be more typical in the 
fields of study that closely follow the cognitive models outlined by theorists such as Vygotsky 
and Piaget. 
Using Lave and Wenger and conceptual antecedents, James Gee and his work 
surrounding schools, literacy, and situated activity (see, e.g., Gee, 2001; 2010; 2011) help to 
bridge their anthropological observations about communities into the social context of schools. 
In particular, he notes that his work on Discourse (Gee, 2011, p. 40) is fundamentally concerned 
with situated identities, ways of performing and recognizing identities and activities, and ways of 
interacting within a community. In particular, he argues (2013) that schools would be well-
served by actively trying to cultivate Discursive spaces that celebrate students capacities as 
“effective knowers and actors” (p. 83), which contribute to students’ sense of belonging, in 
effect, that by recognizing students as meaningful participants within a larger community, their 
roles become more centrally positioned. 
Implications a New Classroom Paradigm 
The distinction between Community of Practice and culture and how these concepts are 
put into action within school contexts is fundamentally important. We know that culturally 
responsive teaching is a hallmark of strong pedagogy (see, e.g., Moll et al., 1992; Au & Jordan, 
1981; Mohatt & Erickson, 1981, 1985;  Cazden & Leggett, 1976). As Moll et al. (1992) observe, 
recognizing funds of knowledge that students glean from their lives beyond the classroom is 
critical when it comes to developing effective teaching and learning. Further, this is especially 
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true when students’ experiences or backgrounds differ from those of their peers or teachers 
(Moje et al., 2004), as is common in an international classroom.  
Yet, we also know that it is  difficult to bring culture into the classroom in meaningful 
ways, in part because cultures are subject to expansive, complex frameworks that defy neat 
labels, particularly when examined closely (see, e.g., Fecho and Clifton, 2016.) These issues 
become even more complicated when dealing with Third Culture, where traditional cultural 
markers such as religion, language, traditional rites of passage, etc. are usurped by shared 
experiences and situated activity. Perhaps it is in part because of these complexities that English 
class in International Schools so often becomes hegemonic spaces —ones where the Western 
canon and values are prioritized.  
In this way, schools are so very often colonizing, grobal (Ritzer and Ryan, 2002) 
institutions that fail to foster the international mindedness (Hill, 2012) they profess. It is an issue 
that the field must come to face, however. Citing Pham and Saltmarsh (2013), Hannaford (2016) 
writes, “for students living outside of their passport culture and dealing with a wide range of 
discourses offering different ways of being, ‘the fragmentation of difference is significant’ (p. 
132).” She goes on to advocate that TCKs ought be given opportunities within the classroom that 
enable them to explore their sense of self and “social citizenship,” (p. 254). The phrase social 
citizenship is broad and seems very much in tune with both the sentiments of Hill and the 
possibilities offered by Communities of Practice wherein the social nature of learning is 
emphasized.  
Moreover, international education as a field, though still nascent in its modern 
conception, has a history of responding to the needs of its stakeholders. In the early days, it 
catered to the gentry, and since the rise of globalization associated with the 20th and 21st 
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Centuries, it has been tailored to prepare students for higher education in Western institutions. 
Presently, as the field looks ahead and attempts to identify content and pedagogy that best serves 
these increasingly diverse learners, it is left bereft of answers. There is no curriculum that 
explicitly addresses the needs of Third Culture Kids.  
As Selmer and Lauring (2014) observe, “There is a general consensus among researchers 
that third-culture kids’ abilities can be described as being multicultural, diplomatic, speaking 
more than one foreign language and having the sophistication to be accepted in any social circle” 
(p. 423). Similarly, Bonebright (2010) observes that TCK’s develop advanced skills for handling 
change, adapting to new contexts, and communicating across differences. Taken in 
combination,  Selmer, Laurng, and Bonebright suggest that TCK’s in particular would do well 
with engaging with curriculum that focuses not on content but on moving toward fuller 
participation within the social frameworks or Communities of Practice that seem most relevant to 
their lives, even if it means having to adapt to new classroom tropes, particularly those that 
decentralize the teacher and content.  
However, doing so —building English classrooms that revolve around entanglements, 
activity systems, or communities of practice—might very well be a way to make the space 
naturally culturally responsive. Students could be asked to identify and participate in the activity 
systems that are central to their lives, which not only gives them greater ownership of their 
education but also might assign greater purpose to their learning, thereby aiding in knowledge 
transfer. For example, one student might decide to publish and produce a website dedicated to 
explaining the food crisis in Venezuela, not necessarily because he is Venezuelan but because he 
is peripherally involved with the community of web designers and activists.  
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Presumably, as he moves toward fuller participation within both of these communities, he 
is developing his knowledge and skills in both while still engaging in fundamental aspects of an 
ELA education: reading, evaluating, and synthesizing various sources of information; crafting an 
argument; and writing for a particular audience. At the same time, another student might choose 
to explore the community of practice related to petroleum engineering and could still practice 
these very same skills while simultaneously positioning herself more centrally within the 
profession she plans to enter upon graduation. Allowing for these opportunities means not every 
child will necessarily read To Kill a Mockingbird, but it also means that there might very well be 
a greater investment in their own learning, increased knowledge transfer between domains, and a 
greater sense of intellectualism and belonging in the communities that are important to them. 
The Second Conundrum: Creating Inclusive Research 
Without question, notions of decolonization and responsive teaching practices need to 
become more central in international schools, particularly in terms of curriculum. It is this issue 
that has perhaps the largest implications on day-to-day lives of stakeholders within these spaces; 
however, it is not the only obstacle with which the field must grapple. As previously discussed, 
the body of literature in international education is exceedingly narrow: Bunnell (2014) cites Hill 
(2012) who cites Hayden and Thompson (2007), and all of whom cite Brickman (1950) and 
Leach (1968).What’s more is that it becomes recursive with Hill (2016) citing Bunnell (2014) 
who cites Hayden and Thompson (2002). It is possible to trace an almost singular narrative 
throughout the literature, and it is one that is closely tied to a small handful of institutions —most 
notably the University of Bath. The danger here is that with this singularity there is the potential 




Moreover, because TCKs, host-nationals, and international parents, teachers, and 
administrators are typically not a part of the research process, their impact on these policies is 
nominal. Once again recognizing the social-embeddedness of learning might be a way to help 
mitigate this tension. If stakeholders, such as students, are recognized as active participants 
within this community, they retain a kind of agency that might drive the research forward. It is 
this spirit squarely aligns with the values of Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR), in 
which youths are formally recognized as researchers capable of rendering change and producing 
knowledge. It could be powerful to invite TCKs into the discussion of curriculum. Not only 
would they no doubt bring a unique perspective to the work being done, but also the number and 
kinds of voices represented by the literature would widen. 
PAR: A Transformative Framework 
As might be deducted from the name, YPAR is an extension of Participatory Action 
Research (PAR), which has its origin in the work of Kurt Lewin (McTaggart, 1991), who 
explored the relationship between minority groups and self-esteem. Ultimately, Lewin (1946) 
concluded that not only must research be specific to contexts—as opposed to a series of 
generalized principals— but that it should be a democratic process dedicated to fostering 
“practical knowledge” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 1) and systemic changes.  
While the action research to which Lewin refers borrows methods and epistemological 
stances from a range of other social sciences, there are unifying values. For instance, 
positionality (Herr and Anderson, 2015), the intended scope of the research’s impact, and 
axiology —the role of values in the research—(Ponterotto, 2005) seem foundational across 
various subsets of action research. However, PAR differs slightly in that although positionality, 
consequences, and values figure into the work, its methods and conceptual framing draws largely 
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from emancipatory philosophies such as those espoused by Fals Borda, Rajesh Tandon, Anisur 
Rahman, Budd Hall, Robert Chamers, John Gaventa, and perhaps most importantly, Paulo Freire 
(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2007, p. 272; Morrell, 2006).  
As a Brazilian educator, Freire believed that education is, at its core, emancipatory; it 
enables people to behave independently and have greater autonomy in terms of governance 
(Gadotti, 2017). In particular, he resisted the “banking” model of education (Freire, 1970/2000), 
in which a teacher or higher authority deposits facts into the minds of children. Instead, he felt 
that education and the power it yields should be democratized; that is, that schools should 
function as the medium for social knowledge and that its primary purpose is to foster political 
and civil engagement such that the oppressed can rise up to overcome the oppressor (Gadotti, 
2017). Thus, for Freire, education is both deeply political and forever in a process of becoming 
(Freire, 1970/2000, p. 108), which is to say it is volatile, reactive to systemic change. 
These questions of who creates and curates knowledge and to what effect, continue to 
resonate deeply within PAR.  McIntyre describes it as “an approach characterized by the active 
participation of researchers and participants in the coconstruction of knowledge” (2000, p. 5) that 
counters hegemonic forces while developing the critical awareness that culminates in social 
change. It questions assumptions of neutrality (Roulston & Shelton, 2015) and attempts to 
validate the contributions of everyday people by framing their experience as expertise (Miskovic 
& Hoop, 2006). This context-specific work (McIntyre, 2000) revolves around investigations into 
the problems that impact the researchers’ communities, who in turn use PAR to build their 
political and intellectual agency (Fine et al., 2004) as “organic intellectuals” (Fine et al., 2003). 
Because of this emphasis on action and reform (Creswell, 2013), PAR resonates very much in 
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tune with Freire’s notion of social justice, the reevaluation of the knowledge-making paradigm, 
and the recursive nature of empowering education.  
YPAR. These same ideals are foundational in YPAR (Morrell, 2006), which like its 
conceptual antecedent, is a research methodology rooted in issues and concerns that impact 
youth’s lives (Anyon et al., 2018). In this process, youths engage with a critical cycle of inquiry 
(Morrell, 2008)—identifying concerns, gathering and analyzing data, and developing an action 
plan— that culminates in the co-creation of knowledge between youths and adults (Cammarota 
& Fine, 2010; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). Like PAR, YPAR relies principally on the first-
hand knowledge of those most affected or involved with the issue being studied (Caraballo et al, 
2017) and often utilizes similar approaches to data collection and dispersion: narrative research, 
phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. As such, the most significant 
difference between PAR and YPAR is that the latter is explicitly pedagogical (Cammarota & 
Fine, 2008, p. 6) and positions youths as experts, researchers, and powerful agents of change 
(Caraballo et al., 2017). 
YPAR in international education. A search of Teachers College’s archives and digital 
collections, which includes a database of seven million items, yielded no results for YPAR in 
international education outside of a brief mention that the approach may be relevant to 
international contexts (Gutierrez and Lipman, 2016). No doubt there is likely a multitude of 
reasons for this dearth of literature, and this is not to say that unpublished YPAR work isn’t 
being done in the field. However, in addition to creating a research-based platform for 
transformative action, another hallmark of YPAR is its attempt to create inclusive academic 
spaces that feature the voices of those who are often marginalized (Fine et al., 2004; Wernick, 
Woodford, & Kulick, 2014). Consequently, much of the current YPAR revolves around socio-
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politics with a particular focus on reconstructing traditional narratives of race, class, and social 
capital (see, e.g., Fox and Fine, 2013; Fine et al., 2004; Morrell, 2004; Sanchez, 2009; Wernick, 
Woodford, & Kulick 2014).  
While notions of race, class, and privilege certainly inform international education— 
where classrooms are filled with youths of color— these students do enjoy advantages that 
simply are not available to many students in the States. By and large the students in Type-A 
schools tend to come from wealthy locals or from parents who work at large, multinational 
corporations (Pollock and Van Reken, 2009); they tend to have affluent backgrounds (Vandrick, 
2011), which gives them consistent access to both basic necessities and schools with deep wells 
of resources. Perhaps it is this affluence that creates a degree of separation between the circles of 
international education and YPAR, where youth researchers work against the inequities that 
negatively impact their communities (Caraballo et al., 2017). 
However, it is because of this privilege that YPAR should be brought into international 
classrooms. With its focus on social justice and transformative action, YPAR helps students 
develop a critical consciousness (Cammarota, 2012) —a term that Freire (1970/2000) developed 
to describe the way in which individuals learn to critically consider the world around them, 
identify injustice, and leverage solutions. TCKs have tremendous access due to their experiences 
with other languages, cultures, values, and the social capital these systems bring with them.  
Moreover, because they might very well grow up to follow in the steps of their parents —
politicians and diplomats, leaders in industry and the military—they will likely be in positions to 
render some degree of systemic change. As such, there is almost a moral imperative to give 
students the language and tools with which to identify and push back against social injustice, and 
YPAR is meant to do just that (Caraballo & Lyiscott, 2018).  
Synthesizing YPAR, culture, and community. There is a powerful argument for asking 
students to critically examine the cultures and communities in which they operate. It allows them 
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to explore the richness of these communities and to do so honestly —Where are we succeeding? 
Where are we falling short on issues of social justice.  However, by reframing these culturally 
sustaining investigations (Paris, 2012) as YPAR, students assume a dual role of participant and 
researcher, the latter of which positions them as powerful agents of change (Caraballo and 
Lyiscott, 2018) and also helps them become more centrally involved within their field. Suddenly 
students are no longer simply participants but they are also penning the research that introduces 
their communities to the wider world. Moreover, as they explore their communities, what 
students are ultimately participating in is an in-depth study of the Third Culture —one that can 
be pieced together like an elaborate quilt.   
Conclusion 
Citing Fine (2008), Caraballo et al. (2017) suggest that it is not simply a methodology but 
rather an “epistemological challenge to the traditions of social science, most critically on the 
topic of where knowledge resides” (p. 312). This question of residence is fundamentally 
important, and it is one that should weigh heavily on the field of international education. As has 
been previously discussed, much of the research around the field of international education and 
TCKs comes from without —from Anglo professors who have long since left the classroom, 
were they ever there to begin with. As the field looks to further define what constitutes a good 
international education, a strong curriculum, an elite school, what would happen if we looked at 
students as researchers who might very well be able to answer these questions? What would 
happen if the English curriculum were structured not around content or standards but rather 
about preparing students to participate more fully in the Communities of Practices that already 






As a teacher-researcher, sometimes it feels as though there are warring factions within 
my brain. The researcher inside of me wants to throw about critiques, lack of diversity in 
literature; exacerbating global inequity; culturally unresponsive classrooms; limited 
transference along with overly-tidy theoretical panaceas —communities of practice, youth-led 
participatory action research, personalized learning, student choice. It’s at about the point 
where I’m envisioning myself lecturing my superintendent with a fiery and not-at-all-clichéd 
rebuke on the systemification and industrialization of schooling as it relates to Foucault’s 
panopticon, when the teacher—who also lives in my brain—sighs and interrupts the fantasy to 
say, Very good. And now what are you going to actually do about it? before returning to her set 
of semester exams and paper cup of day-old, half-drunk coffee.  
 It’s this nexus that is important. Researching gives me a powerful framework with which 
to view the world. However, it’s teaching that gives me a platform in which these thoughts can 
sometimes be actualized into something meaningful and more immediate. As such, although the 
following two chapters are, in one sense, an accounting of the pedagogy, methodology, and 
methods that have guided this investigation, it is also just as much an attempt to reconcile what it 
means to be both teacher and researcher —two identity positions (Hermans & Hermans-
Konopka, 2012) that work in concert and in conflict within my classroom. 
 For instance, my research team consists of a loose group of anywhere from four to ten 
youth-researchers, all of whom either are or were my students, and together, we conducted 
interviews about participants’ experiences in the Small Learning Community (SLC). On one 
hand, this is clearly an attempt to solicit qualitative data for an investigation into the potential 
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merits of the SLC program with a research team. On the other, though, it’s also a simple course 
evaluation, which I, in my teaching role, routinely conduct at the end of all of my classes.  
Complicating the matter still further is that I have worked with youth-researchers at the 
American School of Kuwait for five years, and our process—as with all participatory action 
research—is recursive. As such, our projects lack tidy endings, and the final phrase of one 
investigation is almost always the launching point for the next, meaning that in addition to tidy 
endings and consistent membership, we often fail to have clear beginnings. This cyclical nature 
is also true in the academic literature we read as a team. I simply don’t remember if we decided 
we were going to take a constructivist approach to making meaning and then let theory guide or 
actions, or if someone found an article and named our ongoing actions with theory. All of this is 
to say that methodology has informed the pedagogy of my classroom as much as much as the 
pedagogy of my classroom has guided the methodology of our investigations. Further, both of 
these exercises could not be possible without my students/youth researchers, who have spent half 
a decade helping me build both curriculum and investigations.  
To lend a greater degree of clarity, however, I am going to artificially fracture this 
relationship. This chapter is dedicated to explaining the role of the youth-led participatory action 
research team and how its investigations gave rise to the SLC, which we saw as an attempt to 
address some of the deficiencies in international education —namely, a lack of culturally 
responsive classrooms and an absence of youth representation in the academic literature that 
surrounds international education. This pedagogical design will then give way to the next 
chapter, which is focused on the methods and methodology that have guided a critical evaluation 
of SLC students’ perceptions of the program.  
Context for/of the Object of Study 
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In order to understand how the Small Learning Community (SLC) functions, it is 
necessary first to understand the wider school context in which it is housed. As previously 
discussed, the American School of Kuwait (ASK) is an international school located in Hawally, 
Kuwait that features a US-curriculum. Privately owned and governed by an advisory board, ASK 
is an independent, co-educational day school that, as of 2020, serves 2,100 students from pre-
kindergarten to grade twelve. In terms of nationalities, 402 students are US citizens, 1,150 are 
Kuwait, and 545 are third-country nationals. While both the student body and full-time faculty 
are diverse, representing over sixty-three nationalities, officially, ASK remains the US 
Embassy’s “school of choice.” It is a for-profit institution, and 97% of the school’s income is 
derived from tuition, for which the 2019-2020 are as follows:   
• Pre-kindergarten (half-day): $3,488 USD 
• Kindergarten 1-2: $10,917 USD 
• Grades 1-5: $14,186 USD 
• Grades 6-8: $15, 269 USD 
• Grades 9-12: $17,097 USD 
 
With a price tag of $210,447 for a pre-k-12 education, ASK primarily caters to wealthy, 
Western-minded Kuwaiti or expatriate students whose parents work at companies large enough 
to afford the hefty tuition.  
As purported by its Mission Statement, ASK champions seeking innovation, practicing 
compassion, and learning for life while endeavoring to prepare students for study in “American 
Higher Education.” In terms of the latter, ASK does so by providing an educational experience 
that is comparable to that which students might receive in the States, with the addition of Arabic 
and Islamic studies for all Muslim students, as per Kuwait’s Ministry of Education. Largely, the 
school is successful in this pursuit: overall, the school’s AP program has an average pass-rate of 
3.66 for its twenty courses, and a full 97% of ASK students go on to enroll in college or 
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university. In recent years, ASK graduates have attended prestigious institutions such as Brown, 
Cornell, Princeton, Harvard, Amherst, UC Berkeley, and the like, though the school does not 
keep data on postsecondary graduation rates, meaning that it is unclear how well students do at 
these institutions after matriculation.  
In many respects—the student population, the relationship with the US Embassy, the 
universities of choice for our students—ASK does resonate as distinctly American. However, it 
is still, without question, international. The hallways swell with a mishmash of Arabic, English, 
Korean, sometimes even Urdu. Meanwhile, students swap kimbap or tacos for the ever-popular 
canned corn with lemon juice served at the canteen during lunch.  Most students have lived in 
multiple countries by the time they arrive in high school, and just over a quarter of the school is 
identified as a third-country national, meaning their nationality is neither Kuwaiti nor American. 
Additionally, it is both unsurprising and important to note that a sizable portion of the student 
population does not fall neatly into a singular nationality or cultural identity. Not only do many 
students hold dual citizenship but also a significant portion of the school is composed of Third 
Culture Kids (TCKs), meaning they are spending their developmental years outside of their 
passport countries (Useem, 1976).  
Initially, I was curious about how this population of TCKs intersected with the works of 
both Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995), who argued for culturally relevant pedagogy—the 
systematic inclusion of culture within the classroom as a means of developing a critical 
perspective with a social justice orientation—and Deborah Appleman (2015), who worked with 
critical theory in the English classroom. As such, I began informally researching with four TCK 
students, who were formerly my students and became the original YPAR team. In an effort to be 
more culturally responsive and to celebrate the “the presence of culturally diverse students [by 
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helping] to find relevant connections among themselves and with the subject matter and the tasks 
teachers ask them to perform” (Montgomery, 2001, p. 4), we proposed reading literature with a 
Third Culture Lens, much in the same way a student might do with Marxism or feminism, as 
outlined by Appleman (2000). 
Again, to echo the ideas of the previous chapter, as of the fall of 2018, out of the 143 
titles in ASK’s book room, a full 94% were written by Anglo authors, 58% were written by US 
writers specifically, and 78% were written by people who present as white. As students are 
enrolled at an American school, this focus on the US is not surprising, nor is it necessarily 
problematic. The source of concern is that American is being narrowly conceived of in terms of 
race, class, or gender, and —more to the point— it is not being critically evaluated by 
stakeholders within the community. The danger in passively accepting texts or bodies of 
knowledge as reified fact is that it surreptitiously reinforces old notions of power by suggesting 
these are the intellectual voices that belong in a classroom —a classroom that, in this case, is 
filled almost entirely with brown faces, who are not of Anglo descent. My concern, which came 
to be shared by my youth-researcher colleagues, is that this lack of diversity was powerful 
evidence that our classrooms were not rooted in culturally responsive practices.  
Responding to Research: Creation of a New Course 
In response, we officially founded our first Youth-led Participatory Action Research team 
with four members and began doing short investigations around creating culturally responsive 
spaces in international classrooms. It would be tidy to say that we intentionally decided to 
become a formal team because YPAR is transformative in that it— to use the words of Jol, a 
current youth-researcher who joined after the founding four had graduated—“gives youth 
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researchers the opportunity to review what we are actually studying and to carry those 
understandings out into our daily lives.”   
The truth, however, is that these values were ascribed later, and if we were intentional in 
our actions, it was only because we thought we could make school better one classroom at a 
time. We didn’t understand at that point that there was value to YPAR in and of itself, which, as 
Jol explains, “at its center, research is a form of teaching, one that extends beyond the immediate 
and reaches into the future.” Instead, we were researching to teach, and the end result was short 
studies trying to draw upon students’ experiences to create a Third Culture Lens, an elective 
course focused on culturally-responsive pedagogy, and ultimately the Small Learning 
Community.  
Theoretical Underpinnings. Both in the building and implementation of the elective 
course—which set the framework for the SLC—our work was informed directly by Fecho and 
Clifton (2016), who trouble traditional notions of culture, and by Lave and Wenger (1991), who 
discussed Communities of Practice. Fecho and Clifton argue that culture is more complex than a 
simple extension of race or ethnicity, though they conceded that these can be powerful elements 
that contribute to a sense of cultural identity. However, in addition to traditional markers of 
culture, they also consider activity systems (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999). As such, 
people can belong to any number of cultures—the culture of saxophonists, of artists, of Syrians, 
for instance.  
Using this understanding as a conceptual framework, we asked students in the elective to 
consider their auto ethnographic histories and map the cultures to which they felt they belonged. 
Next, inspired by Jean Lave and Étienne Wenger’s (1991) work on Communities of Practice and 
legitimate peripheral participation—a more theory-driven model of apprenticeship—we asked 
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participants in the course to extend their involvement with one of the cultures they identified by 
reading, writing, and otherwise engaging  with this community. In the end, some students created 
documentaries about subcultures in Kuwait; one produced an album of love songs that reflected 
the cultural norms of the different countries in which he had lived; another student made a series 
of portraits that explored feminism in Egypt.  
No matter the final project, students were asked to share their work with members of their 
culture whom they perceived to be situated more centrally. Finally, they wrote narrative-based 
course evaluations that discussed their experiences publishing. Because students were designing 
their learning tasks (Montgomery, 2001) and because these learning tasks were explicitly tied to 
their understandings of culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995), we reasoned the course, which was 
filled with Third Culture Kids, was inherently responsive while and also created avenues through 
which students could become centrally involved within their culturally-linked communities of 
practice. 
From Elective Course to a Small Learning Community 
In critically evaluating our experiences with the course, the YPAR team felt the most 
successful elements had been (1) supporting students in designing personalized passion projects; 
(2) allowing students to select content that spoke to their needs and interests as learners within 
particular cultural frameworks; and (3) explicitly teaching skills that transferred across various 
domains of literacy. As a result, the notions of transference and Communities of Practice became 
the theoretical backbone of our next YPAR project —the proposal and implementation of a 
project-based Small Learning Community (SLC) for the fall of 2018. 
Instead of a single course, the YPAR team  designed and proposed an interdisciplinary 
program that sought to meld the four core 9th grade classes—English, World History I, Biology, 
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and Geometry—into a student-led, project-based course of study. The hope was in allowing 
students to design the bulk of the projects, the program would remain to some degree culturally 
responsive, while the interdisciplinary element would help increase transference, with the skills 
learned in one content area supporting the skill development in other content areas (Illers, 2014). 
In doing so, these students were able to have greater ownership in crafting educational 
experiences that served their needs as international students. At the same time, however, they 
were evaluated using US curricular standards, meaning that while the learning was international, 
it was also American, as per the ethos of the school. 
The proposal was ultimately well received by the then-administration, though there were 
two main stipulations placed upon the SLC. Students needed to be assessed on the same 
curricular standards and take the same semester exams as their non-SLC peers. Additionally, we 
were asked to examine the  standardized testing data garnered from the Measure of Academic 
Progress exam to find an external metric by which to assess whether or not SLC students were 
learning in stride with the rest of the 9th grade. Each of these requirements were an 
administrative measure to ensure that the SLC students weren’t falling behind their peers in the 
absence of traditionally teacher-directed content and assessments. 
Scheduling. All students at ASK —be they SLC or non-SLC— are enrolled in eight 
courses per semester, which are divided into a four-day rotation with six classes per day (see 
figure 1) in what is commonly called a waterfall schedule.  Without exception, these courses are 






Figure 4. Typical 9th Grade Schedule. Eight courses rotating over a six-period day. 
 
Students enrolled in SLC 9 have a slightly different schedule when compared to their non-SLC 
peers. Instead of taking their core classes—English, World History, Geometry, and Biology—
with the rest of the student body as discrete subjects, SLC students take these four courses as a 
cohort in the SLC classroom. These students are still taught by content specialists, but these 
teachers come to the SLC classroom to give their content lessons instead of having students 
rotate through teacher’s classrooms to better accommodate the spacial needs of project-based 
learning.  
Along with having teachers rotate through the classroom space instead of the students 
rotating through teacher’s rooms, the structure of the SLC content lessons is noticeably different 
from those of their non-SLC peers. In typical ASK schedules, students see each of their teachers 
three times per rotation and, ostensibly, receive three content lessons during this time. In the SLC 
room, however, students receive one content lesson per core subject, per rotation (see Figure 2), 
and the SLC teachers strive to make as many skills and content connections between the subjects 
95 
 
as possible, often developing a semi-weekly question that is explored during lessons across 
subjects. 
 
Figure 5. Typical SLC Schedule A. Bold font indicates an SLC class taken in the 
SLC classroom. In this example Day 1 of the schedule, will always feature a whole class 
geometry lesson. Non-SLC classes are taken with the rest of the student body. 
 
This structure has at least three implications: (1) SLC teachers cover material more quickly, (2) 
SLC students are expected to independently engage with course content outside of school, much 
like they would for an AP course, and (3) all courses become interdisciplinary to a degree.  
As can be seen in the SLC schedule (Figure 3), when an SLC course is scheduled to meet 
but it is not the designated content instruction day, this class period becomes a conference 
period. During these times, students work on self-designed projects or homework, or they 
otherwise seek additional instructional support with content teachers. For example, if students 
have a geometry lesson on Day 1 during B period. Then the geometry teacher is in the SLC room 
during B period on Day 2 and Day 3, even if she is not delivering a lesson to the whole group. 
Instead, she is reviewing students’ proofs about the congruence of the central stairs, having 
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students work supplementary problems on an individual basis, or is helping to support students 
as they work on their self-designed projects. 
 
Figure 6. Typical SLC Student Schedule B. Here, the color-coding draws attention to the 
conference periods where specific content teachers are available to offer instructional 
support beyond the whole group, content lesson. 
 
In addition to content instruction and conference periods, students also receive medium 
instruction once per day (See Figure 4). During this time either I or a student give a 15-20 minute 
lesson on a medium, which can then be used to execute projects. Some examples of mediums 
from last year include podcasting, calligraphy, ComicLife, Microsoft Sway, Kindle Publisher, 
Wix Websites, scaled models, video editing, augmented reality, and the 3D modeling software 
Sketch Up. With whatever time remained during this medium instruction period (or on the days 
when no medium instruction is required), students conference with content area teachers or 
otherwise work on projects. Beyond these four SLC classes, every other course is taken with the 
general population of ASK and does not directly impact the work happening in SLC.  
Participants in the SLC. While the long-term goal is to eventually make programs like 
the Small Learning Community accessible to a wider range of students, currently it is oriented 
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toward our top-achieving students and requires a high degree of academic independence, 
motivation, and creativity. The reasoning behind this decision is two-fold. First, as a cohort, the 
top achieving students at ASK typically show little or negative growth on their standardized 
tests. Second, we wished to bolster the AP Capstone program, so the SLC was positioned as a 
kind of feeder curriculum.  
 In order to be accepted into the SLC students were evaluated on five criteria— (1) 8th 
grade math scores on the Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) test, (2) 8th grade scores on the 
MAP reading scores, (3) coach, sponsor, or counselor recommendation, (4)  core-content teacher 
recommendations, and a (5) diagnostic test, during which asked students to propose an 
interdisciplinary, standards-based project, similar to what they do in the actual program. Grades 
were not explicitly considered, though it seems reasonable to assume they would have played a 
tacit role in teacher’s recommendations. 
 
  
Figure 7. Typical SLC Student Schedule C. Medium instruction typically lasted 15-20 




The first year of the SLC began in 2018-2019 with the acceptance of a 9th grade cohort, 
consisting of twenty students, ten boys and ten girls—a happenstance split. Some of the students’ 
demographic information can be found below. 
Table 1: SLC 2018-2019 Cohort 
Name*  Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Nada  F 14/15 North African 
 
USA/Egypt Yes Continuing 
Sarah  F 13/14 Middle 
Eastern/White 
 
USA/Kuwait Yes Continuing 
Byron  M 14/15 White 
 
USA/Cyprus Yes Continuing 
Maria  F 14/15 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait Yes Continuing 
Jol  F 14/15 African 
 
Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 
Hawraa  F 13/14 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait/UK Yes Continuing 
Seng-Ku  M 14/15 Northeast 
Asian 
 
South Korea Yes Withdrew 
Eleanor  F 13/14 African/White 
 
USA/France Yes Left ASK 
Khalil  M 14/15 North African 
 
USA/Egypt Yes Left ASK 
Kamala  F 14/15 South Asian 
 
India/Canada Yes Left ASK 
Benjamin  M 14/15 White/Middle 
Eastern 
 
USA No Continuing 
Lee  M 13/14 Northeast 
Asian 
 
South Korea No Continuing 
Carina 
 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Ashraf  M 13/14 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait No Continuing 
Rakesh  M 15/16 South Asian 
 
India/USA No Withdrew 
Sinan  M 14/15 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait No Withdrew 
Mary  F 14/15 White USA No Withdrew/ 
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 Left ASK 
Riad  M 13/14 Southeast 
Asian 
 
Indonesia No Left ASK 
Alex  M 14/15 White USA No Left ASK 
Cho  F 14/15 Northeast 
Asian 
South Korea No Left ASK 
 
As can be seen in the chart above, the SLC is an ethnically diverse environment of high 
achieving students, though notably, not all students had particularly high GPA’s upon entering 
SLC. Of the twenty students, all but one can be identified as Third Culture Kids (TCKs). 
Additionally, the data table above speaks to one of the challenges we face as a two-year honors 
program —the transient nature of the SLC student body. Of the twenty students who enrolled in 
SLC 9, seven moved to a new country. Out of the thirteen remaining students, one opted not to 
continue onto SLC 10, which means that the program must grapple with a 40% turnover rate.   
Conclusion 
 As previously discussed, there is an absence of representation in the academic literature 
surrounding international schools. Likewise, there is also the concern that these international 
schools might be overly US-centric—meaning white, Anglo, and male—and fail to engage with 
culturally responsive pedagogies that might better resonate with the diverse experiences of the 
students found in schools like the American School of Kuwait. In response to these observations, 
I have been working with a fluid group of youth researchers over the course of five years to 
develop a classroom structure that creates more space for students to bring in elements of culture 
while also establishing a greater transference of skills.  
 We first began with small investigations related to reading; then we used our 
understandings to propose and run an elective course; and finally, we developed the Small 
Learning Community. In this space, students design the bulk of their learning exercises, and 
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there is an explicit focus on aligning learning with students’ lives beyond the classroom. Further, 
all projects are interdisciplinary, in the hopes of increasing transference.  
As with any participatory action research project, the impact of the action items—in this 
case the Small Learning Community program—needs to be critically reviewed. The next chapter 
details how we evaluated the program, what we learned, and what our next steps are as a team. 
The goal is to continue to revise the program so that it continues to better serve the needs of the 
unique students at the American School of Kuwait while also creating an academic space in 








METHODS & METHODOLOGY 
As previously discussed, creating the Small Learning Community (SLC) has been a long 
and winding process that was ultimately born out of the efforts of a Youth-led Participatory 
Action Research (YPAR) team—a fluid group of students at the American School of Kuwait, 
who met semi-regularly over the course of five years. After engaging in work around culturally 
responsive pedagogy in international classrooms, the team and I developed and proposed an 
educational model that was intended to be more culturally responsive to the learning needs of 
Third Culture Kids (TCKs), a demographic that makes up a sizable portion of  our international 
school’s community.  
The first iteration of this model, which privileged student choice above almost all else, 
was the English elective course Reading and Writing for Publication. Using data from this 
course, we then went on to propose an interdisciplinary program —the SLC— that sought to 
leverage the same approaches used in Publications, which we argued were inherently more 
culturally responsive because it catered to students’ interests, needs, and lived cultural 
experiences.  
An essential element of YPAR is the critical evaluation of the actions that are developed 
in response to the research (McIntyre, 2008). As such, this dissertation is fundamentally a critical 
review of the SLC program, which is the second iteration of a school framework that might 
foster more culturally sustaining pedagogies for international students while still operating 
within the bounds of US curricular standards. This review was intended to then culminate in 
three additional action items: (1) a data-driven report that youth researchers would present to the 
school administration and governing board, (2) a student-generated report outlining suggested 
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program change and adaptations, which was to be given to the SLC program coordinators, and 
finally (3) a full-day interactive workshop aimed at parents, non-SLC teachers, and prospective 
students to better communicate the SLC’s approach to learning. While the data was gathered, 
analyzed, and rendered into reports, ultimately the COVID-19 pandemic made it necessary to 
postpone meetings and workshops until at least the 2020-2021 school year.  
This review centers on the experiences of the inaugural SLC cohort (2018-2019), which 
originally consisted of twenty 9th grade students, though two students moved out of Kuwait mid-
year and did not complete the program. Our work stems from the question, What are, if any, the 
perceived learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? To explore this 
question, the YPAR team conducted interviews that took the place of my traditional end-of-
course evaluations. These interviews were conducted by the youth-researchers in June 2019 and 
consisted of seventeen open-ended questions. From there, the youth-researchers and I coded the 
data using Charmaz’s conception of constructivist grounded theory (2000), which resonates with 
the ideology of YPAR, as discussed in greater depth in chapter two.  
The following chapter outlines this process in greater detail. It begins with a discussion of 
methodology, wherein broader theories are first explained and then applied both to the classroom 
and this investigation. After discussing social constructivism—which serves as the 
epistemological backbone of the study—it moves into YPAR and grounded theory before 
culminating in the methods that guided the 2019-2020 investigation. The chapter discusses the 
researchers and their positionings as well as data collection and analysis before situating these 
methods. Because all members of the SLC were invited to participate in the study, a more 
thorough description of the study participants can be found in the previous chapter, which 
focused on  the pedagogical design of the program.  
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Socially Constructed Knowledge: The Methodological Root 
As discussed, at the heart of both my “teacher” and “researcher” positions is the steadfast 
belief that knowledge is co-constructed and socially oriented. This is the thread that binds these 
two identity positions, even when conflict exists between these respective positions. For 
instance, my classroom tends to revolve around discussions and collaborative projects just as 
surely as my research is done in conjunction with youth-researchers, who are both the evaluators 
of and participants in the communities we examine. In both instances, we are collectively 
creating meaning within a contextualized space, meaning that both teaching and researching 
resonates with the ideals of social constructivism. Moreover, this set of principles provides a 
strong epistemological foundation for two of the two primary elements that guide this 
investigation: constructivist grounded theory and Youth-led Participatory Action Research.  
Epistemological Foundations: Social Constructivism 
Denying the impossibility of objectivity, social constructivism is an epistemological 
stance that asserts that reality is a series of “constructions of the mind, and that there exist as 
many such constructions as there are individuals” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 43). While there 
are, of course, overlapping and socially accepted constructions—ideas that come to form the 
basis of what might be considered to be an objective reality—these understandings cannot escape 
their own constructedness. This is to say, there are no ready-made, universal truths lurking out in 
the ether waiting to be discovered through objective experimentation. Rather, understandings 
bear the fingerprints of their makers —the geographic, chronological, and cultural indicators of 
the human beings who constructed and shared the facts of their own reality.   
In terms of research, this means that any and all conclusions are inherently subjective 
because this human element of understanding cannot and should not be banished. Rather, 
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subjectivities and contexts are to be acknowledged and weighed in relation to conclusions. As 
such, this weighing comes to represent an integral part of the research process (Mills, Bonner & 
Francis, 2006; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Stratton, 1997). 
In terms of the development of this epistemological framework, Wolfgang Detel (2015) 
traces the conceptual roots of social constructivism back to three philosophical antecedents. First, 
he cites Marx’s work on materialism, arguing that it was through this work that Marx, along with 
subsequent scholars like Karl Mannheim (1936), first articulated the notion that interpretation is 
causally linked to society. Next, Detel turns to the rise of the philosophy of science, wherein all 
knowledge is contingent on the available data and must, therefore, be regarded as being laden 
with various nonscientific assumptions. Finally, he looks to Quine (1969), who argued that 
epistemology was overly rooted in empiric traditions in which claims are warranted and 
supported with evidence. Rather, Quine —as cited by Detel—believed that the study of 
knowledge ought to be a systematic study of causal relationships and the formation (read: 
construction) of beliefs and information.  
Still others (see Driscoll, 2005; Perkins, 1991; Seifert & Sutton, 2009), particularly those 
in education, point to John Dewey, Jean Piaget, and Lev Vygotsky as intellectual founders of 
social constructivism and not without good reason. Dewey, for instance, writes, “we live from 
birth to death in a world of persons and things which in large measure is what it is because of 
what has been done and transmitted from previous human activities” (Dewey, 1938, p.39). His 
recognition of activity, context, and the way in which knowledge constitutes a kind of 
inheritance reads almost as a love letter to what would later come to be social constructivism. 
For Dewey, the act of learning, itself, is deeply situated within social contexts, as evidenced by 
Democracy and Education (1916) and The School and Society (1899). In these early texts, 
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Dewey first outlined his belief that learners were necessarily active participants in socially rich 
environments. Further, by participating in these environments, they were then positioned to use 
lived-experience as a means of constructing their own sense of the world.  
These ideas later proved to be foundational for Piaget, who, like Dewey, believed that 
children actively produced knowledge and understandings based on experience and acquired 
schemas (1923/2002). Likewise, Vygotsky (1978), who is often credited as being the father of 
social constructivism in psychology, posited the idea of the Zone of Proximal Development, a 
liminal space wherein children learn not through passive instruction but rather through active 
engagement and social relationships. By working with experienced others who are both more 
and less skilled, learners co-construct understandings, and it is this social element that extends 
the thinking of Piaget.  
What is perhaps interesting is that those in education tend to look toward the most 
influential theorists within the social context of their field for the origins of social 
constructivism. Philosophers, such as Dexel, do the same within the field of philosophy, and no 
doubt the same tendency can be found within the fields of mathematics, religious studies, and 
psychology. In this way, there is a kind of meta-element to social constructivism. Within these 
respective social spaces, there are widely accepted truths that have been actively developed by 
scholars until they come to represent a kind of reality —one that is constructed and collectively 
agreed upon. In any case, while the precise beginnings of social constructivism seems to be in 
contention and—perhaps appropriately—dependent on a scholar’s field, there are shared tenets 
that united various schools of thought (Sprauge 2016). First, understandings are socially 
constructed; and, second, it behests researchers or purveyors of knowledge to consider their own 
social embeddedness.  
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Consider, for a moment, the implications of social constructivism as it relates to the lives 
of Third Culture Kids (TCKs) in international schools—a kind of heteroglot where meaning is 
perpetually shifting in relation to context. In these spaces youths are constantly asked to examine 
their roles, identities, and cultural practices in relation to their passport countries, their host 
countries, as well as to TCK-peers. New gestures, modes of languaging, and ways of being in the 
world must be constructed and adapted for each new cultural Discourse, suggesting that these 
youths, in particular, are living the epistemological stance that guides this study.   
Social constructivism in the classroom. Without question, this epistemological stance is 
hugely important within the context of international schools because it presents itself as a reality 
of the classroom daily. For instance, take the expression Jihad. For one of my students, a boy 
with thick-rimmed glasses and teeth like tiny, perfect shells, it is the name of his forefathers; it 
connects him to his Lebanese heritage, and, because of his Christian faith, it isn’t—at least in his 
mind—a tie to the horrors of extremism. For another of my former students, a boy reared in post-
9/11 Tribeca, jihad is the sound of crunching metal and a legacy of fear. It is a word in a 
language he does not speak, another brick in the wall that separates him and his Fox News-
watching parents from his unapologetically liberal classmates. And yet even still for a third 
student, who reads the Qur’an with Tajwid—the measured chanting that seeks to emulate the 
way in which it is believed Gabriel delivered divine word to Islam’s Prophet—to him jihad is the 
holy war one fights internally against temptation.  
Although the phonemes themselves have not changed, as the social context shifts, so too, 
do the derived and agreed upon meanings. This suggests that the meaning of jihad extends 
beyond the word itself and is instead collectively agreed upon within these respective social 
spaces. Perhaps, linguist M.M. Bakhtin best describes this flexibility of meaning when he writes 
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that a word, “weaves in and out of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from 
others, intersects with yet a third” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276). Without question, these context-
driven interrelationships are inescapable, but consider the international classroom. In these 
spaces there is an extraordinarily large range of hugely divergent social contexts, which are 
thrown into still greater relief by a population of Third Culture Kids, who are continually 
forming and being formed by this constructed context. 
As such, when teachers or researchers or teacher-researchers are operating within these 
spaces, it becomes immediately clear how important it is to interrogate the supposed “facts” that 
are widely accepted as reality. It must be understood that Jihad can be a name just as surely as it 
can be a righteous struggle or an act of terrorism or a combination of all three interpretations. 
These facts, like the people who propagate them, are laden with values that speak to particular 
social contexts, and these subjectivities are all but inescapable and impossibly complicated, 
particularly in international classrooms.   
Social constructivism within the study. Within the frameworks of both participatory 
action research and grounded theory—where insider knowledge and subjectivity are valued 
(Clarke, 2005; Charmaz, 2014)—it is fundamentally important to recognize the socially 
entrenched positionality of the researchers. Janet Emig, in discussing qualitative research more 
broadly, best articulates this sentiment, writing, “We see what we elect to see. We have, as this 
metaphor puts it, a gaze that is governed—by our expectations, which are in turn governed by 
our experiences and what we have decided cognitively to make of them” (1982, p. 65). What 
Emig’s position suggests is that the experiences of the youth-researchers, their respective 
positions in the wider world have a profound bearing on the ways in which they interact with and 
communicate the data.  
108 
 
In social constructivism, it is this positionality that lends this data a situated richness 
where learning and learner, researching and researcher fold in on themselves: Youth-researchers 
are both the source and the purveyors of knowledge; the Small Learning Community (SLC) is 
both the context for and the object of study; I am both a researcher asking questions and the 
teacher trying to better enrich my own teaching practice. In each of these cases, the social 
context cannot be stripped away from that which is being investigated. Rather, meaning is being 
collectively and incessantly established in response to a series of shifting social contexts. 
With this epistemological stance in mind, the data in this study was principally collected 
and analyzed by youth-researchers who had insider knowledge of the SLC, the international 
school community, and the Third Culture. Further, each stage of the investigation—from 
developing the research question and lines of inquiry to data collection to data analysis—was 
done either with partners or in small groups to ensure that the meaning making activity was a 
collective activity. Moreover, when it came to establishing what methods would be used to 
collect data, the research team opted to rework the traditional end-of-year course evaluations that 
I give as a teacher by transforming them into broader interview questions on participant 
perception of their experiences in the SLC program. In this way, insider knowledge and 
subjectivity are more than just inevitable by-products of research; rather, they are positioned as 
the source from which all subsequent research stems. Without the youth-researchers positions as 
Third Culture Kids, as participants in the SLC, as international students at an American school, 
the study could not be situated as neatly within social constructivism.  
Grounded Theory & Socially Constructed Knowledge 
 When sociologists Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss introduced grounded theory 
in the now foundational The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research 
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(1967), they shifted qualitative research further away from positivist notions, which had in some 
ways shackled the nascent field (Charmaz, 2014). Instead of concentrating on technical 
procedures and quantifiable variables, they argued in favor of a recursive process wherein 
researchers simultaneously grappled with data collection and analysis through the use of 
constructed analytic codes and categories (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In particular, grounded 
theory relied on inductive reasoning wherein researchers seek patterns in observable data, 
develop hypotheses, and ultimately posit theories that speak to these initial observations.  
Since this initial conception, grounded theory has continued to develop, notably with 
Glaser and Strauss each taking the framework in what might be seen as divergent directions 
(Charmaz, 2000). Strauss, in particular, pushed away from the inductive processes that 
characterizes the beginnings of grounded theory. Instead, he advocated for a more deductive 
approach to data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and, later, for considering the contextual 
elements that might impact the data. For Glaser, Strauss’s embrace of deductive reasoning was 
counter to the fundamentals of grounded theory (Strauss, 1992) and led to a major ideological 
split. Glaser, for his part, remained committed to the inductive model where the careful 
interrogation of data ultimately yields theory.  
The next major iteration of grounded theory was driven by Kathy Charmaz, who was a 
graduate student of both Glaser and Strauss at UC San Francisco (Charmaz & Keller, 2016). 
Charmaz was concerned that Strauss and Corbin (1990) had become too procedural and overly 
reliant on “catchy categories” —a sticking point for Glaser, who rejected prescriptive conceptual 
categories (Charmaz & Keller, 2016, p. 14). Likewise, she was critical of the way in which 
Glaser seemed to remove himself from the research field and by his insistence on objectivist 
notions within grounded theory (Bryant, 2003). Instead, Charmaz leaned into the ways inter-
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subjectivity impacts research and argued for maintaining the tools of grounded theory —coding, 
memo writing, and theoretical sampling—while redefining its epistemological underpinnings. In 
particular, she adopted a postmodern stance that encouraged researchers to acknowledge their 
own subjectivities and the ways in which these views might impact the analysis of data.  
This line of thinking led to Charmaz developing the phrase “constructivist grounded 
theory” in the mid 1990’s (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006). She argued that learning and 
knowing are socially situated activities wherein “subjectivity is inseparable from social 
existence” (2014, p. 14). In doing so, she aligns herself with scholars such as Vygotsky, 
(1962/1978) Rogoff et al., (1995) and Lincoln (2013), who consider the social dimension of 
learning an inherent aspect of the learning itself. As such, Charmaz—like Vygotsky (1962/1978), 
Rogoff et. al, (1995), and Lincoln (2013)—acknowledged the “contexts, interactions, sharing 
viewpoints, and interpretive understandings” of social life (Charmaz, 2014, p. 14) as she 
subjectively constructs and interprets data. As a result, in some ways her work represents a 
cognitive bridge between her mentors. Like Strauss, she acknowledges the importance of context 
on research, and like Glaser, she rejects pre-crafted axial codes.  
Since her initial discussion of constructivist grounded theory, Charmaz has drawn 
criticism from her former mentors, perhaps most derisively from Glaser (2002). His critique 
centers on the idea that Charmaz’s constructivist orientation is a kind of “descriptive capture,” 
(Glaser, 2002, p. 4) which Glaser views as “unbelievably wrong” (2002, p. 3). Much of his 
argument seems to rest in the idea that there are discoverable truths within data, and that, “There 
is no such thing [in grounded theory] as bias data or subjective or objective data or 
misinterpreted data” (Glaser, 2002, p. 1). Ultimately, what Glaser’s insistence on objectivity 
suggests is a fundamental conflict between epistemological stances, with his own echoing a 
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positivist orientation. What is, however, worth noting is that Charmaz is not necessarily 
championing constructivism as the singular best approach to grounded theory. Rather, as Bryant 
(2003) notes, Charmaz is arguing that the considerations and nods to subjectivity and context are 
already a part of the body of literature that surrounds grounded theory. As such, rather than 
radically redefining the method, she is simply naming what is already happening; thus, for 
Bryant, Glaser’s critique is not warranted. 
Grounded theory in the study. In terms of the research that is happening at the 
American School of Kuwait, Charmaz’s constructivist orientation resonates with my own 
epistemological understandings and works well with YPAR, the second methodology that guides 
the investigation into the pedagogy of the Small Learning Community. Both of these approaches 
are rooted in the co-construction of knowledge, though, when used in conjunction, they serve 
different purposes. Grounded theory provides a method that, in essence, democratizes theory by 
insisting that it is something that is socially generated rather than delivered by researchers 
confined within the proverbial Ivory Towers. Moreover, because our YPAR team is continually 
in flux as youth-researchers cope with the realities of demanding schedules, with moving 
countries, with graduating, using grounded theory gives us a common language and approach 
that lends itself to work in digital spaces.  
Further, YPAR establishes a methodology that welcomes emic knowledge into academic 
spaces. Importantly for the field of international education, this means that new voices are being 
brought into the scholarship that has traditionally been the product of white, Anglo authors. By 
leveraging YPAR in international classrooms, it introduces a host of youths and people of color 
into annals of the field, which is in its own sense a form of democratization. The following 
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section explores this notion —the impact of YPAR within international education, most 
particularly within the Small Learning Community at the American School of Kuwait. 
Youth-led Participatory Action Research & Socially Constructed Knowledge 
Youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) is a form of community activism 
(Childers-McKee, 2014) that involves fostering critical consciousness (Scorza et al. 2017), or the 
capacity to identify injustices within a community (Anyon et al., 2018). While YPAR leverages a 
broad range of actions, methods, and supporting methodologies (Rubin & Jones, 2007), it 
remains united by three principles, articulated by Rodriguez and Brown (2009) and subsequently 
echoed by Anyon et. al. (2018). To begin with, YPAR projects are inquiry-based and rooted in 
youth’s lived experiences. Second, it is necessarily participatory, and youths are looked upon not 
only as experts within their communities but also as active participants in the research process. 
Lastly, as the moniker suggests, YPAR culminates in a kind of transformative action that seeks 
to leverage knowledge emic understandings as a means of rectifying injustices within youth’s 
respective communities. Drawing on the work of other scholars (see; Cahill, 2007; Fine, Torre, et 
al., 2004; and McIntyre, 2008), Caraballo et. al (2017) observe that YPAR has its roots in 
communities that have been historically steeped in oppression. In an attempt to reconcile 
injustices stemming from race, class, and economic inequity, YPAR explicitly attempts to 
transform society by disrupting power structures (Fine, 2008; Caraballo et. al, 2017).  
In terms of the classroom, one of the most obvious power structures or paradigms is that 
which exists between students and teacher (Rodriguez, 2012), wherein teachers are often the 
epicenter  of activity within the classroom. It is teachers who define the content, teachers who 
evaluate proficiency, teachers who dictate the mechanics of a classroom. The model is both 
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familiar, and it is not necessarily problematic in and of itself, for it is also teachers who spend 
years honing their craft and developing expertise in content knowledge, praxis, and pedagogy.  
YPAR, however, revolves around redefining this relationship by recognizing and 
validating students and their research as an equally valid form of expertise (Caraballo and 
Lyiscott 2018; Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Morrell, 2006). In making this assumption, students 
are framed as “civic agents with a responsibility to share knowledge and skills with their fellow 
students and to advocate for resources to improve their educations” (Scorza et al., 2017, p.142). 
As such, not only are students positioned as agents of social transformation —and under a kind 
of moral obligation to enact as much—but also the underlying idea that the existing 
student/teacher paradigm are undermined (Mirra & Rogers, 2016). Students determine a problem 
in their community; students investigate the underlying causes; students outline a solution; and 
ultimately, students are the producers of knowledge (Bautista, Bertrand, Morrell, et al., 2013), 
rather than passive vessels waiting to be filled by the expert in the room.  
Similarly Scorza et al. (2017) see the deep implication of YPAR in the classroom and go 
so far as to describe it a pedagogy, as opposed to activism or any number of other descriptors. 
This language is not an insignificant choice. Inherent to this shift is the understanding that YPAR 
is more than simply a set of actions to be accomplished. Rather, it is deeply philosophical and 
contingent on the didactic practices that can redefine classrooms. Through YPAR, school has the 
potential to assume its most ideal form —focused on students as a kind of center for knowledge 
production and transmission (Zaal and Terry, 2013; Caraballo et al. 2017).  
Further, in terms of the classroom implications of YPAR, Scorza et al. (2017) and 
Bautista et al. (2013)  conceptualize it as a form of apprenticeship that resonates as distinctly 
Vygotskian. Youths are allied with graduate students, college professors, and professional 
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researchers to develop both a deep critical consciousness as well as sophisticated tools for 
engaging with the research process. In doing so, veteran researchers benefit from the lived 
experience and sights of youths, while the youth-researchers benefit from exposure to nuanced 
skills traditionally associated with research. Namely, as youth researchers grapple with data, they 
are authentically engaging with literacy (Marciano, 2018) and numeracy in the same ways that 
professionals do as they try to render change. This capacity to render change cannot be 
overlooked. When students are given greater agency in the classroom, learning is “richer” and 
“deeper;” students are better able to engage in collaborative processes, and they display more on-
task behavior (Anderson, 2016, p. 17).  
Youth-Led Research & the Small Learning Community. As previously stated, the 
beginnings of the American School of Kuwait’s Small Learning Community (SLC) comes 
directly out of research conducted by a YPAR team. Youth-researchers proposed and ultimately 
co-taught a writing course in which students selected their content and independently developed 
projects that reflected their learning. This model was then served as a basis for the SLC—though, 
notably, unlike the first iteration, SLC projects are interdisciplinary, and students are encouraged 
to consider the real-world implications of their work. The YPAR team was proud of the 
development of the Small Learning Community, and, generally, sees it as a more engaging, more 
equitable means of schooling whereby students are able to make powerful decisions regarding 
what and how they will learn.  
However, one of the defining features of YPAR is that it is an iterative process of 
research and reflection (Ozer and Douglas, 2015), meaning that even though the initial YPAR 
team successfully founded the Small Learning Community, the work is not yet finished. The next 
step is to look critically at this action item and evaluate its impact on our school community. 
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These findings will then be used to guide and refine the SLC with the hopes of ultimately 
expanding the model to the wider ASK community.  
As the team continues its investigation, it is also important to remain mindful of the 
particular ways in which YPAR is situated within the American School of Kuwait. The most 
obvious difference is that YPAR is rooted in work conducted by youths in marginalized spaces 
(Caraballo et al. 2017), and ASK is, by and large, a place of immense privilege. As of 2019, 
tuition for a student attending ASK from kindergarten to grade 12, is $187,368.97 US dollars. 
Either their families must be able to afford this tuition outright or are otherwise employed by 
large corporations that pay for education as an amenity, again suggesting a degree of wealth. As 
such, the experiences of this particular YPAR team differ, perhaps significantly, from many of 
its antecedents.  However, this privilege does not necessarily preclude value from their 
experiences, though it does alter the nature of many of our conversations. 
YPAR actively demands that students engage with critical theory, which, as Scorza et al. 
write, “critical theory is an avenue through which to assess and contest multiple forms of 
privilege.” Students at ASK are the children of diplomats and multinational corporate executives. 
They are the children of engineers and military personnel, of medical doctors and university 
professors. In short, by virtue of birth and privilege, it is likely that as they move into the world 
as adults, they will occupy positions of power. By asking youths to critically consider social 
injustice, it is possible to instill the next generation of global leaders with a value system that 
prizes compassion, equity, and transformative action.  
Consequently, YPAR represents an important methodological choice. Not only does it 
support students’ academic capacities (Marciano, 2018) in terms of reading and writing, but also 
it also fosters agency, which has profound implications for students’ willingness to buy in to the 
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idea of school (Anderson, 2016). Moreover, and arguably more importantly, it represents an 
opportunity for youth-researchers to co-construct the knowledge and thereby widen the academic 
literature of international education, a field, which continues to be discursively dominated by a 
handful of white, Anglo researchers while simultaneously demanding that they examine their 
own situatedness in terms of privilege and the responsibility this privilege engenders.  
Methods 
 This study took place during the 2019-2020 school year and critically examines students’ 
experiences in the inaugural year—2018-2019—of the Small Learning Community (SLC) at the 
American school of Kuwait. We were guided by the research question What are, if any, the 
perceived learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? This question was 
then broken down into three lines of inquiry, which later became the basis for interview 
questions, which took the place of the traditional end-of-year course evaluation.  
1. What happens to students’ perceptions of their own agency when they are 
enrolled in a program like SLC where the learning is principally driven by 
students? 
2. What happens to students’ perceptions of the meaningfulness of their school work 
when they self-design their assessments?  
3. In what ways, if at all, do students perceive the skills and content learned in SLC 
as valuable beyond the classroom? 
Data was then collected through six narrative interviews, each of which featured seventeen open-
ended questions and took between one to three hours to conduct. This data was then analyzed 
using a constructivist grounded theory and used to (1) design a report for the school’s advisory 
board and administration, (2) create program recommendations for the SLC program 
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coordinators, and (3) plan two workshops —one for prospective students and parents and one for 
local educators. These displays of data constituted the action item of our YPAR 2019-2020 
investigation. Additionally, I chose four of these interviews —selected for the richness of their 
responses— and crafted case studies, which offer a more nuanced view into our original lines of 
inquiry related to perceptions of meaningfulness, agency, and transference,  
Situating the Research Team 
 As previously discussed, this study is epistemologically rooted in social constructivism. 
Pragmatically, this means youth-researchers not only engage in collaborative meaning-making 
activities as they work with data. Conceptually this means that their experiences as students, 
people, researchers, Third Culture Kids, international students, etc. guides the ways in which 
they do so. Thus, before we can get into a meaningful discussion of the research design itself, it 
is important to outline who is actually conducting the research to garner a better sense of the 
“governing gazes” (Emig, 1982) that shepherd this work. 
In total, there have been twenty-one youth-researchers between 2015-and present, all of 
whom either were or are students at the American School of Kuwait (ASK). 
Table 2: YPAR Team Overview.  
Name Nationality Years Active  Research Focus 
Ally Canada/Syria 2015-2017 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; multi-modal 
instruction; Publications development; SLC 
development  
Jasmine Ethiopia/USA 2015-2017 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; identity 
positions; Publications development; SLC 
development  
Emilio  Ecuador 2015-2017 Culturally responsive pedagogy; heteroglossia; Publications development; SLC development  
Cristina Venezuela  2015-2018 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; identity-
positions; situated learning; Publications; 
culture; development and implementation as 
co-teacher; SLC development  
Byron Cyprus/USA 2018-2019 SLC Program Review 
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Hawraa Kuwait/UK 2018-2019 SLC Program Review 
Khalil Egypt/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Eleanor France/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Kamala Canada/India 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Seng-Ku South Korea 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Nada Egypt/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Jol Canada/Nigeria 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Maria Kuwait 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Abdullah Canada/Pakistan 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Nadwa Palestine/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Janie Philippines/USA  2018-Present 
SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; 
SLC Program Expansion 
Latifa Germany/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sami Lebanon 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sarah Kuwait/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Noor Egypt 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Jenna Lebanon/UK 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sam China 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Shahad Lebanon 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
 
 All of the youth-researchers involved in this study were members of the Small Learning 
Community (SLC) during their 9th grade year at ASK, and they decided to join the YPAR team 
after an invitation was issued to the entire SLC community. In addition being part of the SLC, 
each youth-researcher can be identified as a Third Culture Kid, and, as a cohort, they have spent 
time in various international schools in a bevy of countries including Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, the 
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United Kingdom, Qatar, and Kuwait as well as local schools in the United States, South Korea, 
and Canada. For the sake of brevity, what follows is an excerpt from the introductions the youth-
researchers wrote about themselves. Their complete descriptions of themselves are artful and 
deserve a thoughtful reading and can be found in Appendix B, where they have been rendered as 
written.  
Eleanor. I am fifteen years old and half African, half American. As a researcher, I love to 
explore topics that one would not know much about, especially topics that relate to my life as the 
daughter of a diplomat. I find researching also allows me to interact with my community on a 
much deeper level. Assimilating different views to support one central idea is an aspect of 
research that I find lies at the basis of all quality research.  
Khalil. My name is Khalil. I am 15 years old and Egyptian. In particular, I am interested 
in exploring the way education works right now —what kind of students traditional models favor 
as well as alternative models for  kids like me, who prefer research and physical involvement.  
Jol. I am 15 years old and I’m originally from Nigeria. For me, education is an 
opportunity for hidden people to make a name for themselves. I feel that having the privilege to 
go to a school and be educated is an opportunity that can’t be wasted. I will always see the world 
as a place filled with people who have taken the opportunities given to them and made the best of 
it.  
Maria. My name is Maria, and I am a 15-year-old Kuwaiti. I’ve never thought of myself 
as a researcher until this year; when almost everything I was doing included research. I started to 
genuinely enjoy researching, whether it be online or other forms of research. I started to see that 




  Kamala. Fourteen-year-old Kamala had been brought up in the bitter colds of the 
Canadian Rockies. She fed off the coldness around, taking in the wisdom, and in turn forming 
strong crystals, each of a new branch of knowledge, intellect, and understanding. With this new 
found knowledge she started to question the society around her; drawn towards the hierarchical 
systems within the society she lived in.  
 Seng-Ku. I am a Korean student who has lived in a foreign country for a majority of my 
life. I have spent three years in Qatar, three years in Saudi Arabia, and currently, I am on my 
fourth year in Kuwait. Although I am currently experimenting with my own governing gaze, I try 
to be as independent and self-discovering with it as it shows a very large part of what kind of 
person I am. As a researcher, I am interested in psychology, human behavior, racial bias, and 
mental illness. 
Sarah. I am fourteen years old, and am a half-American, half-Kuwaiti. As a researcher, I 
find myself being constantly drawn to many aspects and perspectives, the idea of being able to 
piece the information together based on drawing conclusions and what other people say. I bring 
this lens with me into the world, and it has a major impact on how I see/interact in the world. 
Byron. My name is Byron. I’m fifteen years old. I’m originally from the United States but 
I also have citizenship of the republic of Cyprus. Research for me is kind of like a mystery 
because you have to fit it all together to see the complete picture. This helps me do better in 
school because it makes me focus on the details and it also gives me just lots of knowledge that I 
otherwise wouldn’t have had.  
Research team implications. In looking at the researchers’ biographies, it should 
become clear there is a wide range of interests, expertise, and experiences that inform the 
governing gazes that are at play in this research project. The hope is that this complexity lends 
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itself to greater nuance; another is that it speaks to their array of educational experiences. 
Consequently, when we talk about learning in the SLC, it is not simply being held against a 
background of school-life at the American School of Kuwait. Rather, the assertions are informed 
by a host of school experiences from around the world, and while we are not so bold as to say 
that our theoretical constructions are generalizable, we do believe that certain elements —
personalized learning, student-driven instruction, YPAR—might translate well to other schools 
in the international school community.  
Developing Lines of Inquiry 
Beginning in the spring of 2019, we attempted to meet weekly to read, discuss, or write 
about our experiences in SLC or to otherwise begin designing a study. During this time, we 
drafted a mission statement to lend our research greater direction:  
Our purpose in the Small Learning Community at the American School of Kuwait is to 
challenge traditional classroom structures by empowering learners to engage 
collaboratively and independently with interdisciplinary, project-based learning which—
we believe—ultimately leads to greater student agency, stronger communities, and more 
innovative thinking. It is the mission of the YPAR team to foster and evaluate progress 
toward this vision. 
Using this mission statement as our foundation, the research team developed three lines of 
inquiry, all of which stem from my central concern as teacher-researcher, What are, if any, the 
perceived learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? The research team’s 
lines of inquiry were as follows:  
122 
 
1. What happens to students’ perceptions of their own agency when they are 
enrolled in a program like SLC where the learning is principally driven by 
students? 
2. What happens to students’ perceptions of the meaningfulness of their school work 
when they self-design their assessments? 
3. In what ways, if at all, do students perceive the skills and content learned in SLC 
as valuable beyond the classroom? 
As is evident in these questions, we were particularly interested in the relationship 
between students’ perceptions and (1) meaningful learning experiences, (2) student agency (3) 
and transference of knowledge. Ultimately, our decision to focus on perception was  informed by 
Husman & Lens (1999), Miller & Brickman (2004), Greene et al. (2004), who explore the 
measurable impacts perception has on educational experience.  
Data Collection and Analysis 
 Stemming from the ethnographic methods typical to grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Charmaz 2014), this study drew primarily on interview responses as a data source. All 
eighteen students from the 2018-2019 SLC cohort were invited to participate in the interviews, 
and in the end, we had six student-participants who were interviewed by the youth-researchers 
during June 2019. These interviews consisted of seventeen narrative questions, were conducted 
over Whatsapp or Google Hangouts, and lasted between one to three hours. These transcripts 
were then uploaded to a secured Google Drive folder so that all researchers were able to access 
and work with the data.  
 Although the interviews were conducted by individual youth researchers, the questions 
they asked were developed in small teams and can be found below.  
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[Basic background information] 
1. Tell me a little about yourself, how old are you, where are you from, what are you 
interested in? 
2. How long have you been at ASK? 
3. What other schools or countries have you studied in? 
4. What do you value in your learning? 
5. Why did you join the Small Learning Community? 
 
[ What happens to students’ perceptions of the meaningfulness of their school work when they 
self-design their assessments?] 
1. What makes a project meaningful and why? 
2.  With that in mind, can you tell me about a project in SLC that felt particularly 
meaningful? 
3. What made it feel meaningful?  
4. Tell me about how the creation process of this project was similar to and different from 
other work you've done outside of SLC. 
5. Did one project feel more meaningful than the other? If so, why do you think that is? 
6. Were there instances where you believed that your self-learning was incomplete or not? 
How did you deal with the situation? 
 
 
[ What happens to students’ perceptions of their own agency when they are enrolled in a 
program like SLC where the learning is principally driven by students?]  
1. To what degree do you feel like you have control over your education in SLC? 
2. Can you tell me a story about a time in SLC when you've seen [whatever they said] that 
play out? 
3. In what ways is that similar to or different from you experiences in 8th grade? 
 
 
[In what ways, if at all, do students perceive the skills and content learned in SLC as valuable 
beyond the classroom?] 
1. Can you think of specific skills or content in SLC that might be valuable outside the 
classroom? If so, what are they? 
2. What do you think makes them valuable?  
3. Do you think you would have acquired the same skills in a traditional classroom? Why 
or why not? What do you think makes them valuable? 
Figure 8. Interview Questions. The interview consisted of seventeen open-ended research 
questions, and youth-researchers were encouraged to follow the unscripted avenues that 
opened up to them through the course of the interview. Each of these questions stems from 
one of the three lines of inquiry or was centered on background information. 
 
Youth researchers were encouraged to use these questions as a guide and were encouraged to 
improvise new questions in response to the participants’ answers.  
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 Of the six interview participants, three were members of the YPAR team, and three were 
not. Three either were not able or chose not to continue with SLC into grade 10, and three 
elected to do so. We had four female participants and two male, and eight different nationalities 
were represented.  
Table 3: Interview Particpiants  
Name Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Jol 
 F 14/15 African Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 
Eleanor 
 F 13/14 African/White USA/France Yes Left ASK 
Byron 
 M 14/15 White USA/Cyprus Yes Continuing 
Carina 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Rakesh 
 M 15/16 South Asian India/USA No Withdrew 
Cho F 14/15 Northeast Asian South Korea No Left ASK 
 
Table 4: Case Study Participants  
Name Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Jol 
 F 14/15 African Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 
Eleanor 
 F 13/14 African/White USA/France Yes Left ASK 
Carina 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Rakesh M 15/16 South Asian India/USA No Withdrew 
       
 
Data Analysis Process 
As discussed, at its most basic, grounded theory is an inductive, recursive approach to 
theorizing. It begins with observations, which are then coded over multiple rounds so that 
researchers can discover or create —depending on which epistemological school a researcher 
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may subscribe—patterns within the data. These codes, which Charmaz (2014, p. 15) describes as 
“heuristic device[s] for engaging with the data and beginning to take them apart analytically” 
then serve as conceptual bins and become the starting point for generating theory. From there, 
elements of participatory action research can be used to leverage these theories into action items, 
which are implemented and critically evaluated. 
To create our heuristic devices we engaged in four rounds of coding. We began with 
initial coding—alternatively called open coding— which is the “emergent process of data 
analyzing” (Charmaz, 2008, p. 164).  In three teams or four, youth researchers worked line-by-
line through the interview transcripts and asked What is happening in the data? How can we 
define this process (Charmaz 2014, p. 127).  To facilitate this round of coding, we commented on 
the document, by highlighting the relevant piece of data and then assigning a gerundive 
descriptor; these codes were provisional constructions. 
After this initial round of coding, we moved into focused coding and began to interrogate 
these descriptors so as to assign significance (Charmaz, 2008). During focused coding, 
researchers look for recurring codes and create conceptual categories that have what Clarke 
(2011) describes as “carrying capacity”—meaning that these larger categories address the action 
of multiple initial codes.  As a team, we were looking for the relationships between different 
codes in an attempt to identify specific properties and dimensions of a concept (Cresswell, 1998). 
When we moved into focused coding, the study shifted into a more comparative mode 
(Glaser, 1998), and we began to look across different interview transcripts and codes to develop 
patterns. We started to call these focus codes families or themes, e.g. Questioning the relevance 
of a learning task. These families came to provide a framework for our analysis later in the 
process. As we developed these focused codes, we were invariably making decisions as to which 
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codes best accounted for the data, what patterns were being established, and where we could 
begin to reify the language we are using to describe said action.  
 To organize our data, we created a table where youth researchers could take one of the 
established focused codes and then assign evidence from multiple interviews to it, an example of 
which can be seen below. When necessary, students used the comment feature to explain why 
they had placed a particular piece of evidence with a particular focus code, and as a team we 
decided that a single piece of evidence could be coded into multiple bins.  




(12 pieces of evidence 
among 6 transcripts)  
 
but honestly it’s the memories we made that makes it special 
(Carina) 
Truth. I don’t want to be taught lies. Application. I want to be able 
to use what I’m taught in the world. (Carina) 
 
Yes, there are many projects that I felt were better than others, 
mostly because the end result of some projects were more polished 
or I generally put more effort into them, yielding better results. 
(Eleanor) 
Website making, debating, audio editing, video editing, model 
building, augmented reality, and knowing Shakespeare’s stuff are 
a few. (Carina) 
Websites are the only skill that we might have learned if we were 
in regular classes because they might be somewhat related to what 
they teach. Regular classes teach facts and not skills but SLC 
teaches both (Carina) 
Figure 9. Focus Coding Excerpt. As can be seen, students created provisional focus codes as 
a way to describe the themes we were constructing with the data. 
 
It should be noted that throughout coding, our process remained somewhat fluid. Initial codes 
were revisited during focus coding, and did not have a clear distinction between the end of focus 
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coding and the shift toward theoretical coding, wherein researchers attempt to explain why a 
particular moment is happening within the data.  
Our next step was to move into theoretical coding, which represented an important shift 
in terms of the handling of the data. At this point, the coding became an abstract model whose 
purpose is to give a broader perspective that explains how related codes might be integrated into 
a theory that stems from the analysis of these relationships. It is the moment where the 
researchers’ attention shifted from identifying the what to postulating about the why. 
Theoretical Coding Theme/Focus Code Evidence (pulled from 
initial codes) 
Defining Norms in a Community of 
Practice.  
In thinking about what might explain 
students’ prizing of active/experiential 
learning, choice, new activities, and a 
focus on process, we see similarities 
between the research surrounding 
Communities of Practice. Part of being 
in a community means engaging with 
the rituals and the mechanics of that 
space (e.g. the Serenity Prayer in 
Alcoholics Anonymous). These same 
rituals exist within the SLC, but rather 
than work toward joining a community 
of practice outside of SLC, students 
seem to have created one within the 
space. They are learning how to be a 
community with particular goals. These 





(12 pieces of 




but honestly it’s the 
memories we made that 
makes it special (Carina) 
Truth. I don’t want to be 
taught lies. Application. I 
want to be able to use what 
I’m taught in the world. 
(Carina) 
 
Yes, there are many projects 
that I felt were better than 
others, mostly because the 
end result of some projects 
were more polished or I 
generally put more effort 
into them, yielding better 
results. (Eleanor) 
Website making, debating, 
audio editing, video editing, 
model building, augmented 
reality, and knowing 
Shakespeare’s stuff are a 
few. (Carina) 
Websites are the only skill 
that we might have learned 
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if we were in regular classes 
because they might be 
somewhat related to what 
they teach. Regular classes 
teach facts and not skills but 
SLC teaches both (Carina) 
Figure 10. Theoretical Coding Excerpt. As can be seen, youth-researchers attempted to 
explain the themes we constructed from the data. Sometimes, these explanations were 
rooted in literature we had read as a research team. 
 
As a team, we believe that if we could understand why certain patterns existed, then we could 
create program recommendations that fostered positive attributes of the Small Learning 
Community while course correcting for elements that were less desirable. These observations 
could then be shared with the wider school community, such as the advisory board and 
administrative team.   
Situating Data Collection Methods 
Although we ultimately felt that interviewing SLC members afforded us the best insight 
into students’ perceptions of the learning that happened within the program, this method —like 
all methods of qualitative data collection— carries with it certain limitations (see, e.g. Alversson 
2011; Miller & Glassner, 2011; Stanfield, 2011; Conway, 2008; Yanos & Hopper, 2008; Smith, 
2006; Atkinson & Silverman, 1997). Some of these critiques (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997) are 
rooted in the idea that any form of narrative research must be scrutinized—lest the narratives 
themselves come to propagate manipulation, inaccuracies, or deception. Others (Stanfield 2011; 
Smith 2005) remain wary of the power dynamics of race/class/gender/social standing that might 
affect the data, whereas still others (Conway, 2008; Miller and Glassner, 2011) question the 
performative element of interviews on both sides of the discourse. Arguably, the obvious 
critiques of interviewing center on positivist holdovers relating to reliability of data but perhaps a 
more interesting line of critical evaluation stems from the ways in which traditional interviewing 
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—wherein the interviewer explicitly directs the conversation— can reduce complexity in at least 
three important aspects.  
First, scripting out a series of questions assumes all participants can be asked the same 
questions in the same ways (Charmaz, 2014) by overlooking the contextual elements— 
geographic location, time, political climate, power dynamics, relationships, etc.—of the moment. 
Second, as an extension of this first point of criticism, traditional interviewing also suggests that 
researchers have the requisite foreknowledge to draft out and ask the appropriate questions. 
Doing so has the potential to close off avenues of discovery and also suggests a certain level of 
what might be called hubris on the part of the researcher. Finally, traditional interviewing also 
denies the possibility that both the researcher and the participant have a specific set of goals 
intricately linked to the more performative aspects of interviewing (Miller & Glassner, 2011) and 
mitigates the opportunity for spontaneity. 
 In terms of these critiques, operating within the framework of YPAR helps address some 
of these concerns. To begin with, because the youth-researchers are also active participants in the 
SLC, many of their contexts overlap with their participant peers. For example, they share the 
same school, the same teachers, the same age (approximately); they live in the same country and 
navigate the same political climate in which learning is happening. While, of course, this is not 
to suggest that there can be singular experience in any one of the aforementioned facets, it does, 
perhaps, imply that the youth researchers have certain cognitive tools stemming from their emic 
knowledge that an outsider to the community might not otherwise have. Moreover, because 
students are writing interview questions for other students, they are quick to modify the words 
being used to make them more accessible to their peers but are better able to avoid the trap of 
infantilizing. As a result, while critics of interviews raise valid concerns about researchers’ 
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capacities to write questions that are contextualized and understood by different participants in a 
comparable way, the YPAR team’s position as participant-researchers does much to address 
these critiques.  
In terms of questions about performance, as raised by Miller and Glasner (2011), there is 
wisdom in considering the metadiscourse that surrounds an interview because—again—both 
researchers and participants have specific goals they are trying to accomplish. Moreover, it 
seems within the bounds of reason and responsibility to raise questions about this metadiscourse, 
in that articulating a potential goal and asking questions about its implications can reveal other, 
less obvious lines of inquiry. However, there is serious danger in dismissing an interview on the 
grounds of it being performative. Likewise, it is perhaps more so to construct supposed 
motivations for particular moments. Doing so privileges the perspective of the interviewer and 
violates the social contract between the interviewer and interviewee.  
 In sum, the aforementioned studies are steadfast in their caution that interviews cannot be 
idolized as a singular means to uncover authentic experiences. Rather, they are a tool that are 
used in specific cultural, social, and temporal spaces and thus must be interrogated critically. 
What is being said is as important as what is not being said as are the reasons behind these 
statements. As a research team, we must remain cognizant of these cautions as we construct our 
understandings of the data. 
Conclusion 
 Situated within the realm of social constructivism, this study relied on grounded  theory, 
which was utilized by a youth-led participatory action research team. While certainly the study 
was an exercise in making meaning of their experiences as members of the Small Learning 
Community, the study was also intended to examine the perceived value, if any, of the learning 
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that happened in this environment. The hope in gaining some measure of understanding in this 
respect is that we will move more fully into a model of education at the American School of 
Kuwait that is both culturally responsive to the cohort of international students that occupies this 
space as well as aligned with US-based curricular expectations. The following chapter will 
discuss our understandings in greater detail and will be followed by examples of how these 
understandings were used to reflect on and refine the program as a whole while also laying the 





PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF DATA —PART I 
A year after the implementation of the Small Learning Community (SLC)—an 
experimental honors program that relies on interdisciplinary, project-based learning that 
synthesizes international students’ personal interests with US curricular standards—the Youth-
led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) team and I conducted a critical program review. The 
purpose in doing so is two folds. First, in terms of the SLC program itself, it was designed to 
provide students—most of whom are Third Culture Kids— with the opportunity to tailor school 
content to their specific needs as learners as they build fluency in a multitude of cultural 
Discourses. Second, working with YPAR creates greater emphasis on the agency these same 
students have in the communities in which they operate.  
 This review centered on students’ perceptions and experiences within the SLC and was 
intended to help steer the development of the program. Having situated ourselves within 
constructivist epistemology, the research team —a fluid group of four to fifteen SLC students—
and I employed grounded theory as our primary methodology in the analysis of the 2018-2019 
SLC course evaluations. These evaluations consisted of seventeen open-ended interview 
questions that stemmed from our driving research question:  What are, if any, the perceived 
learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? This question was then broken 
down into three lines of inquiry. 
1. What happens to students’ perceptions of the meaningfulness of their school work 
when they self-design their assessments?  
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2. What happens to students’ perceptions of their own agency when they are 
enrolled in a program like SLC where the learning is principally driven by 
students? 
3. In what ways, if at all, do students perceive the skills and content learned in SLC 
as valuable beyond the classroom? 
This data presentation consists of two chapters that centers on four case studies, which 
represents a participant range that is reflective of the wider SLC population. They were selected 
from six interviews, which were conducted by the youth-researchers in June 2018. These case 
studies include both youngest and oldest SLC students as well as one boy and four girls. 
Additionally, two of the participants have continued with the program into 10th grade, and two 
have not, with one having moved away from Kuwait and one opting to transition to traditional 
classes so as to feel better prepared for standardized tests. Between the four participants, seven 
nationalities from four continents are represented, and all can be called Third Culture Kids. The 
one demographic glaringly absent from our data pool is our Kuwaiti host-national students, of 
which there are four in the SLC program. Finally, of the four case studies, two are members of 
the YPAR team, while two have no formal affiliation with the research team (see appendix A).  
These case studies, each of which begin with a portrait of the participant being discussed, 
create the backbone for the data presentation chapters. My discussion draws most heavily on the 
interview questions and revolves around the three lines of inquiry—perceptions of 
meaningfulness, agency, and value beyond SLC— and tries to understand their implications 
within the scope of US-rooted, international education. In addition to drawing on interview data, 
I also make use of anecdotal and digital artifacts that were collected as part of my routine 
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teaching practice. After this discussion, I transition to a thematic analysis that is more closely 
tied to grounded theory and reflects greater written contributions from the youth-researchers.  
Although questions for the interview were designed around our three lines of inquiry, as 
the youth-researches and I worked with the data, we began to construct codes and ultimately 
thematic descriptions that extended beyond these initial ideas of meaningfulness, agency, and 
value. This led to the development of six themes.  
• Valuing active/experiential learning. 
• Choosing to try new things.  
•  Reflecting on  process/effort vs. results.  
• Demonstrating personal interest.  
• Prizing Social-Emotional Learning.  
• Considering application of learning.  
We—the youth-researchers and I—discussed each of these six themes individually and in 
relation to one of our six participants, i.e. where do we see Eleanor reflecting on process/effort 
vs. results, and what might the implications of her doing so be? While all of the participants 
contributed in some way to all of the themes, we narrowed our discussion to particular themes in 
relation to particular participants because it enabled us to offer a more focused discussion of the 
theme in question. Of these six discussions, this and the subsequent chapter represent a sampling 
of four thematic discussions, which proved to be among the most revelatory insights as far as 
program development is concerned. 
Coding the data and constructing these thematic descriptions was a collaborative process 
between the youth-researchers and me. However, we worked independently of each other to 
analyze the data so as to more freely allow our respective positions to inform our interpretations. 
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As previously discussed in chapter two, the research surrounding international education remains 
fairly narrow in certain respects. The voices of youths, teachers, and people of color, or in other 
words, a significant portion of the stakeholders in the field, are largely absent. These perceptions 
are crucial in understanding and shepherding the evolution of international education, as they 
reflect the lived-experiences and the visceral-consequences of the research the guides classroom 
practice.  
In order to create both literal and figurative space for the voices of youths in international 
education, I have again employed a double-column format where the youth-researchers’ voices, 
analysis, and theorizing are explicitly present. Their insights are on the left, and mine are on the 
right. These parallel observations are then synthesized in a meta-analysis section wherein we 
attempt to articulate the similarities and differences in our perspectives as well as offer a more 
theoretical discussion on why this might be and what the possible implications for the SLC 
program are.   
In terms of how the interview participants are sequenced in this chapter, I begin with 
Carina and Rakesh and—in places—bring them into conversation with each other. These two 
participants are not members of YPAR, and Carina continued on to SLC 10, whereas Rakesh did 
not, having opted into traditional courses to feel better prepare for standardized tests. Both are 
Third Culture Kids, though both have spent many years in Kuwait. Carina, for instance, has 
spent her entire educational career at ASK, and, although Rakesh has always attended school in 
Kuwait, he has done so in substantially different systems —Indian, British, and American.  
 I begin with Carina because her answers were particularly robust and created a 
foundation to which Rakesh, who in some ways challenges her perceptions. The following 
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chapter then continues on with the contributions of Eleanor and Jol, though there are appearances 
from Carina and Rakesh throughout.  
Carina 
Quiet with dark, curly hair, thick-rimmed glasses, and shoulders that she rolls inward, 
some days it looks as if Carina is trying to posture as something less substantial than a whisper. 
As the teacher who was with her for four periods a day, I am embarrassed to admit how often she 
was successful in this endeavor, shifting her likeness from a fifteen-year-old, Pakistani-Canadian 
with a love of robotics and Kpop into a kind of shadow. The reasons for this are simple: Carina 
works well; she earns fine marks with a minimal amount of teacher guidance, and, for the most 
part, she seems happy —giggling as she and her friends sit in the corner arguing animatedly over 
the names of the characters for the play they’re writing, characters who will inevitably come to 
be called Viridian or Raven.  
Because of her self-sufficiency, sometimes, it is all too easy to not see her, and then there 
are days when she bursts into light. A quippy comment or a well-earned point on the JV 
Academic Games team, a birthday card turned into kinesthetic mobile or a proposal for a project 
that is equal parts over-ambitious, absurd, and wondrous, and then—all of a sudden—Carina 
renders herself in full color. She wrote once, “I want to be seen as crazy. A crazy person who 
comes up with crazy ideas that are actually cool. Crazy cool. Roomba swearing when it hits a 
wall crazy.” It’s this quirky sense of humor that strikes me first when I think of Carina, but when 
I sit with her image and try to give language to her likeness, I am reminded, too, of her 
thoughtfulness.  
For instance, like many Pakistani, Carina wears a hijab, though she does so not around 
her head but rather slung around her neck like a scarf. She once told a colleague of mine that it 
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was because she’s always been told that the most beautiful thing about her is her hair and that 
she wanted to wear a hijab but didn’t want to part with that aspect of herself —with being seen 
as beautiful in this particular respect. So Carina wears the hijab but does so on her own terms. 
Though she and I have never really discussed the topic, I think about her choice to wear 
the hijab often, about the way she lives in this particular tension and —at least in my mind— is 
made both more reverent and more radiant for it. Carina has taken a garment as a public display 
of her faith and her heritage, suggesting she understands the solemnity and tradition of this 
gesture and, perhaps, considers it—at least in passing—each morning when she veils herself. 
However, because of her choice on how she wears it, she has reinvented this symbol, 
transfiguring it from a public to a personal marker, as if to say her faith is for herself, as is her 
expression of it. She reminds me that it takes courage to walk in the margins. 
Carina’s thoughtfulness, too, can be seen in everyday interactions. For instance, in a 
casual Whatsapp conversation, she wrote, Hold on I have thoughts but I don’t have words after I 
asked her to explain why she didn’t like the idea that SLC students were among the strongest 
scholars in the school. She then took eight minutes —practically an eon in the world of 
lightening-quick text exchanges— to select the exact language so as to most exactly express her 
thinking. I appreciate this self-awareness and the fact that she engenders this same deliberate 
nature in those around her, including her teacher. For example, I routinely tell my students that I 
think they are “the best” students in the school, which is an honest reflection of how I feel 
towards my classes, whether they be in Dramatic Literature, English 9, Honors English 9, AP 
Language, Drama, or Philosophy. It’s as casual a descriptor as it is earnest.  
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In SLC, however—a program that is positioned as a prestigious honors curriculum—the 
language takes on new meaning. As Carina considers the implications of her non-SLC peers, she 
texts: 
I think that SLC is really cool even though it’s incredibly stressful since it really 
pushes us to do things that we haven’t before and create things that we didn’t 
think we could. And yes, our class has grown in so many aspects compared to the 
other classes like in MAP testing and our AP scores. The only thing I don’t agree 
with is saying that we are the best in the school since although we’ve 
accomplished many things, others have too. There are the people who did the 
NASA stuff and there are the amazing artists in the art council and there are the 
people in the plays and the people in TEDx. They’re all really cool too and I think 
it’s really elitist to say that the 20 people who ended up in SLC are better than 
them because a lot of them like Rohan and Issa and Hejin are just as amazing as 
us even though they aren’t in SLC. 
 She’s right of, of course. To say that the SLC students are “the best” is elitist and is ultimately 
divisive, separating them from their peers, who, as Carina observes, are doing equally impressive 
work. Moreover, it might also exacerbate the social isolation that many of the SLC students have 
reported feeling in relation to the rest of the school. I had not thought about this until the gentle 
reprimand was laid at my feet by a young woman who is equal parts silliness and solemnity, 
tradition and innovation, shadow and light.  
Carina’s Perceptions of Meaningfulness  
 As might be expected from a reflective thinker like Carina, her perception of 
meaningfulness is closely equated to process and pride. She writes, “I think what makes a 
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project meaningful is when you see the gradual process of creating it and eventually finishing it, 
and it being something that you can be proud of.” When asked to provide an example of a project 
that had felt particularly meaningful, she cited her Poetic Play, a thirty-seven page filmed puppet 
show, where two-dimensional characters are transported to a three-dimensional reality and 
interact with religious characters from Islam, Christianity, and Hinduism.  
Interestingly, because she cited it as meaningful and associates meaningfulness with 
pride, it stands to reason that this was a project that left her feeling proud. However, in looking at 
her Quarter II reflection—wherein students were asked to rank their projects in order of what 
made them most proud and to then justify their rankings—she placed the Poetic Play as seventh 
on her list, writing: 
[The Poetic Play] was just a mess. We spent a whole period arguing over the 
names of the characters and had way too many petty argument[s] over petty 
things. When attempting to record it, a certain person couldn’t come for reasons 
so we had to postpone it. The final project sucked, but we spent so much time on it 
that I can’t rate it any lower. 
One implication is that all people —even those who produce crazy-cool-swearing-Rumba 
ideas—are prone to contradictions in their thinking. Carina might say that pride is essential for 
meaningfulness, but then when asked for an example, she points to specific instances where this 
was not the case.  
However, the other element that might be important to consider is timing. Carina wrote 
the Quarter II reflection immediately after handing it in her play, a time when the emotional 
labor of collaborating and often being in contention with others felt, perhaps, more present. 
When she used it as an example of a meaningful project, it was five months later. Even still, she 
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concedes that what made her experience meaningful was not necessarily the final product but 
rather something almost incidental, observing, “Honestly it’s the memories we made that make 
[the play] special.”  
Importantly, however, when Carina discusses memories, she’s still rooted in the reality 
that the group had many interpersonal quarrels, suggesting that she has not completely re-
rendered the past  with rose-colored glasses. Playing her own arm-chair shrink, Carina writes: 
The human mind tends to remember negative things so maybe that’s why I 
remember the project pretty well and even though it went wrong in so many ways 
like partners not cooperating and not being able to coordinate, I still enjoyed it. I 
got to do something that I liked which was drawing characters. I felt like we 
managed to portray our characters’ personalities with their physical appearance 
[...] Never did I ever think of ever writing, much less actually presenting a play. 
But that’s exactly what the project was and that’s how it’s different. [...] I think 
the fact that it was something completely new to me is why it was meaningful as 
well as because there are way [more] memories associated with that project than 
others and because I put more effort into it. 
When Carina mentions that the project, “was meaningful as well as because there are way [more] 
memories associated with that project than others,” she seems to be exploring the idea that 
meaningfulness is tied not only to process generally but also in overcoming difficulties in the 
pursuit of something new. Further, it is this aspect that seems to more firmly entrench her 
classroom experiences in “memory,” as actual and constructed as they may be. Carina seems to 
also be suggesting that because these struggles were shared with others, there is a kind of 
camaraderie that is created alongside these memories, and it’s this process —memory creation, 
141 
 
not necessarily the project creation— that ultimately leads to a more meaningful learning 
experience.  
Here it is interesting to speculate on a possible relationship between Carina’s identity as a 
Third Culture Kid (TCK) and her perception that being able to make memories ultimately makes 
a project special. As a Pakistani-Canadian living in Kuwait, Carina is the very definition of a 
TCK. However, her experiences within this group are somewhat unique: unlike most of her TCK 
peers, she has spent nearly her entire conscious life in one setting, having attended ASK since 
age four. In some ways her life lacks the transient quality, and, because of its relative proximity, 
she is able to visit Pakistan —a reality that simply isn’t available to many TCKs. 
At the same time, though, she does not exist entirely outside the threat of having to move. 
Carina knows that, ultimately, Kuwait is a temporary location; some day she, like all but a 
handful of her peers, will pack her bags and leave. For instance, should her father lose his job, 
the family will have just weeks to shift countries.  
As such, it seems reasonable to speculate that, perhaps, part of the reason Carina holds to 
the value of memory is, in part,  related to her identity position as a TCK. Memories pack well 
and feel vaguely antithetical to the ephemeral aspects of her life, particularly those that make 
cultivating relationships more challenging. Consider, too, that even if Carina has not been 
moving, her friends have been. In fact, out of the twenty students enrolled in SLC, only three 
others have been at ASK since kindergarten. Taken in this respect, the completion of projects is 
less about the mastering of skills or content but rather about engaging in the shared experiences 
that bind these TCKs to each other in the constructed space of Third Culture.  
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Carina’s Perceptions of Agency 
 When asked to reflect on her perceptions of agency and control, Carina once again finds 
herself in the margins between constraint and freedom. For instance, when asked to what degree 
she felt like she had control over her education in SLC, she wrote: 
Not total control but more control than traditional classes give. I can choose what 
I want to do but I can’t choose what I want to learn. I have to learn it all. All I 
can choose is how I learn it. 
 Here again, with the use of “how,” her words echo of process, though this time the language is 
in response not to questions of meaningfulness but agency. She goes on to add: 
I can choose how I learn the equation to the equation of the area of a pyramid 
(that one comic I made that sucks because I didn’t have enough time to actually 
make it look good) , but I can’t say that I don’t want to learn that because it’s 
what traditional classes are learning and we have to learn the same. I chose that 
I would learn math with a comic but I didn’t choose math. I had to do math one 
way or another. 
At this point, it feels important to quibble with Carina’s reading of the situation. While she may 
feel that she is without choice, the fact of the matter is by virtue of simply showing up to math 
class, she has made a choice to participate in the learning. When she spends hours preparing for 
the exams, she has made yet another, and by doing her nightly homework, she has made still a 
third. Carina’s day is filled with choices about what to learn and what to reject. The difference, 
however, is how these choices are framed. She has been explicitly told that she can choose her 
process; she has not been told she has the option not to learn math.  
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In any case, her perception that there are certain constraints within the program to which 
she must adhere are not to be dismissed. Instead, they carry with them an honest critique and an 
almost palpable frustration. In particular, she focuses on how students in SLC are responsible for 
the same content and skill standards as their non-SLC peers, explaining that this reality has 
serious implications for how she goes about designing projects. She writes:  
Honestly every time we have to come up with new projects at the start of the 
quarter, I always have ideas like making 3D models from scratch or to make a 
documentary or something like that but with the standards we have it’s like what 
would I be able to accomplish with making a 3D model or a documentary. What 
would the model be? We don’t have any standards that could fit with that so I 
can’t do that one. What about the documentary? There isn’t enough time to make 
one that might actually be good. 
These observations about the curricular and temporal restrictions are not insignificant and point 
to fundamental questions about the program: Is it reasonable to insist that students work through 
192 standards in 174 school days? If this must be the case, how can program structures be 
created to make this feel more manageable? How do we create an environment where students 
feel they can engage in highly ambitious, meaningful projects and still meet standards?  
While the first question is largely rhetorical, the second deserves careful consideration 
and carries with it curricular implications. For instance, one possibility would be that the four 
SLC teachers design more class projects. The simple facts are (1) we, as teachers, know our 
standards better than anyone else in the room, (2) we have more experience with project-based 
learning, (3) we have dedicated time in which to plan together, and (4) we understand the scope 
and sequence of the standards to know which are absolutely fundamental in terms of mastery and 
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which are about completing for the sake of completion. Therefore, it is easier for us as teachers 
to develop interdisciplinary projects that weave together more standards, leaving fewer for 
students to handle. Perhaps, having a shorter list of student-standards might empower students 
like Carina to feel as though they can design ambitious projects. 
Another approach would be to cheat a little at the concept of backwards design (Wiggins 
and McTighe, 2005). Rather than start with the standards and then create projects, it might be 
more useful to invite students to dream wildly about the projects they would like to create in the 
quarter. From there, standards could —likely with the guidance of teachers—be assigned to 
projects. With the influence of teachers, it seems reasonable that because of our familiarity with 
the work, we will be able to find more connections between the standards and help students 
incorporate more standards with each project meaning, colloquial, students get more bang for 
their buck. Although I suspect Jay McTighe and Grant Wiggins (2005) would be horrified at this 
misinterpretation of their work, in truth, it is a more honest rendering of how I go about my own 
curriculum planning.  
In any case, despite these constraints, Carina’s responses seem to indicate that she does 
perceive some degree of agency. In particular, she acknowledges that she feels she has more 
autonomy in SLC than she has had in the past, writing:  
In 8th grade all we did was learn from worksheets and PowerPoints and stuff like 
that. We couldn’t choose what we wanted to learn and how we wanted to learn. 
The most freedom we would get was with projects like make something 
that  incorporates symbolism or something. And then it’s not like we can choose 
what project we want to make.  It’s got to be one of the options that are listed. 
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It should be noted that at least in English 8, teachers are working with a scripted curriculum from 
Lucy Calkins, meaning that the reading and writing projects with which they engage—as well as 
the teacher’s content delivery—are predetermined, lending further credibility to Carina’s claims 
that middle school classrooms revolved around PowerPoints and worksheets. While there is 
some choice built into this curriculum—i.e. students can choose whom to write a profile about— 
it is significantly less so than in SLC. Admittedly, there are some benefits to this rigidity. First, it 
may be a choice appropriate to the age range as well as the context, and—second—the school 
has a relatively high teacher turnover rate, as is typical with many international schools. As such, 
having a set curriculum establishes a degree of curricular stability, though it raises the question 
of at what cost?  
If students don’t find the work meaningful, if it is decontextualized and prescriptive and 
thus fails to help students see themselves as scholars capable of intellectual freedom, choice, and 
exploration, then what is the point? It means that we have turned budding critical thinkers and 
innovators into list-checkers. Consequently, although Carina points to circumscribed agency and 
draws attention to serious limitations of the SLC program, there does seem to perceive a greater 
sense of agency than in years past, suggesting that a model similar to SLC might be a more 
empowering curricular choice than a scripted curriculum.  
Finally, it would be a gross oversight to not draw attention to the fact that Carina and her 
family are Pakistani living in Kuwait, a society that is steeped in Nation-based classism. Without 
question, Kuwaitis are at the top of the hierarchy and laborers, particularly those from South 
Asia, are near the bottom —a reality that has implications for the scope Carina’s agency.   
She can be a powerful agent in terms of her own education, and the hope is that someday 
this may extend to one of her home countries or wherever it is she moves next. However, simply 
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by virtue of birth her capacity to participate in systemic change in her host country is limited and 
carries with it serious consequences. It is illegal to criticize the emir, Islam, or participate in any 
activity that might constitute a rebellion —an edict taken seriously after the Arab Spring of 2012. 
All of this is to say that Carina is indeed correct; her agency is circumscribed, both in the 
classroom and in the community beyond.  
Carina’s Perception of Value beyond SLC  
One concern I have with formal education is that often is that at times it can feel 
decontextualized to the point that students no longer see the value in the skills or content being 
taught. As such, when I developed the project-planning template for SLC, I asked students to 
reflect on the question, Where will I use this skill/standard/content beyond the classroom. The 
reasoning was fairly simple: if students saw the value in what they were learning, then ultimately 
it would feel more valuable and, therefore, more worthy of their attention. This same line of 
reasoning was present in lessons, and it was a regular feature to at least mention how a learning 
target connected to life beyond room G112.   
 As such, when asked about learning transfer, it is not particularly surprising that Carina 
was able to rattle off a list including, “Website making, debating, audio editing, video editing, 
model building, augmented reality, and knowing Shakespeare’s stuff are a few.” Of her list, 
seven of the items reflect mediums that were explicitly taught as skills within the program and—
as demonstrated in Carina’s gerundive phrasing—reflect active processes through which projects 
can be achieved. The notable exception is “Shakespeare’s stuff,” which, as Carina explains is 
valuable because, “knowing Shakespeare stuff can wow people like if you’re on a date.”  
With whatever degree of silliness or sincerity aside, Carina does connect these mediums 
to specific contexts beyond the classroom, writing:  
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Websites can be used for portfolios for college and can be used in businesses, 
debating aids in public speaking which is needed for jobs that require 
communication like teaching, video and audio editing can be used for personal 
uses and for businesses or can just be a job.  
While the items on her list are not particularly surprising to me as her teacher, the context to 
which she assigns them does. For instance, all of her examples are tied to specific professions 
and not necessarily ones that I would instinctively associate with Carina, whose interests tend to 
revolve around reading, robotics, and programming. In some ways, it feels as if these are generic 
applications of the skills she’s learning, not ones that are necessarily specific to her, leading me 
to wonder how important they actually feel. In essence, I suspect these are the items on the list 
because through my daily classroom practice, I have told her, explicitly, these are the skills that 
will matter.  
 Again, too, it is interesting to consider Carina’s response in relation to her identity 
position as a Third Culture Kid. Each of the skills she listed —with the exception of website 
design— is a capitulation of a group project. It is interesting that none of her solo work was used 
as an example of transferable skills. One implication might be that it is the soft skills that are 
ultimately the most transferable, another is that Carina again sees the most value in the moments 
that enable her to have experiences with her TCK-peers.  
Further, because she is a TCK, there is much about Carina’s future that remains 
uncertain. In truth she doesn’t even know what country she’ll be living in six months from now; 
if she does have to change schools, she won’t know what opportunities are available to her there. 
As a result, there might be value in these fairly generic skills because they are applicable to a 
wide-range of settings, which is a basic reality for TCKs.  Again —this is little more than 
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speculation— but it is interesting to wonder if part of the reason Carina is interested in amassing 
a broad skill sets that lend themselves to group work might be because they support the skill she 
has had to develop as a TCK whose peer group is constantly in flux: they give her a means for 
building friendships.  
In any case, it was the potential for application of learning that first drew Carina to the 
program. When asked why she joined SLC, she responded, “Because I believe that [it] teaches 
how to apply what we learn in real life.” As I hold this sentiment in relation to the list of generic 
contexts that in many ways seem so decontextualized from the identities of Carina I have come 
to know, I worry to what extent her hopes were realized or were otherwise simply rendered lip-
service on a project-planning template with no actual weight behind the words.  
 Further, Carina writes that she values, “Truth. I don’t want to be taught lies. Application. 
I want to be able to use what I’m taught in the world.” This coupling of nouns is curious, 
particularly because Carina is a young woman coming into her political awareness during an age 
of alternative facts and fake news. While it might be an over-reading of her line, her language 
seems to posit that, perhaps, what she learns in class can be applied either to suss out or 
otherwise correct falsehoods presented as fact.  
In either case, her language is suggestive of the idea that application of her learning is in 
some ways conceptual with it’s tethering to notions of truth. Perhaps this, too, speaks to why the 
contexts in which Carina anticipated using skills learned in class feels somehow rote, despite 
being altogether reasonable. The Carina I know, the Carina, who speaks of not wanting to be 
taught lies, isn’t concerned with creating videos for a hypothetical business. Rather, she seems to 




 This cynicism resurfaces later in her interview, though this time, she focuses her response 
on facts, which she cites as a defining difference between SLC and her academic experience in 
years past. She writes, “Regular classes teach facts and not skills but SLC teaches both. In other 
words, the skills that we learned in SLC aren’t related to the facts we learn in regular classes.”  
Though it is possible to quibble with the distinction Carina has made in terms of regular 
classes teaching on facts and not skills, it is more interesting to consider the implications of her 
judgment. Perhaps, it seems that skills are more transferable —something which Carina sees as 
important, even if her examples of sites where they might be executed are somewhat broad. 
Another aspect is that thinking of skills and particularly skills in development, resonates more 
squarely with a process, whereas Gradgrindian facts, to which she refers, feel more like a 
commodity or a product. Finally, because skills are inherently tied with experience, or rather, 
with being able to do something, it stands to reason that garnering skills ultimately gives students 
great range in terms of how they go about approaching projects, again, perhaps speaking to 
notions of agency.  
Coding Carina’s Interview 
Thinking simply in terms of frequency, the team concluded that Carina’s spent the most 
time prizing social-emotional learning and reflecting on process and effort versus results. 
However, at the same time, we felt that her richest contributions were to the themes valuing 
active/experiential learning and choosing to try new things. In an effort to recognize and provide 
space for the youth-researchers who have also worked with this data, their analysis —rendered as 
written— has been included as a literal parallel discussion. Their writing, which was done 
independently of my analytical work, is featured on the left; my analysis is on the right.  
↕                        ↕ 
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          Youth-researcher analysis: valuing 
active/experiential learning. The memorable 
experiences of making projects and 
collaborating seem to be very important for 
SLC students. As Carina goes on to describe 
her own personal perspective and take on said 
learning experiences by stating, “Honestly it’s 
the memories we made that makes it special.” 
This statement alone goes on to help one 
understand how when a student is able to 
associate their learning experience with 
something positive and more than just the 
intake of an overload of general information, 
it is able to resonate with them. Seeing how 
Carina was able to value her learning 
experiences due to the fact that she was able 
to create memories along the way is what 
appears to have made all the difference to 
her.  Said value has been created through her 
personal relationships not only with the work 
that is produced but also the relationship with 
her work throughout the entirety of their 
production process; the steps taken, how 
          Teacher analysis: valuing 
active/experiential learning. Experiential 
learning is a descriptor we have assigned to 
the moments where students are doing hands-
on work instead of relying on passive 
experiences of second-hand knowledge. 
Oftentimes these experiential moments seem 
to boil down to moments when students are 
learning prescriptive content knowledge 
versus a medium or skill or otherwise an 
application of the content that was previously 
taught.  
          In thinking about the differences 
between traditional classes and course work in 
the SLC, Carina also makes a similar 
distinction observing, “Websites are the only 
skill that we might have learned if we were in 
regular classes because they might be 
somewhat related to what they teach. Regular 
classes teach facts and not skills but SLC 
teaches both.”  
Interestingly, here, Carina, is creating 
a clear distinction between “skills” and 
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invested she was when it surrounded her 
interests, in addition to the people that she 
had produced some of these projects with.  
          The progressive approach that SLC 
takes is what has had the alternative result 
that allowed students to better associate what 
they were doing in the classroom to their 
personal recollections and memories. Taking 
what is in the traditional classroom and 
building off of it in a way that allows the 
learning to be designed to fit each and every 
student and their interests is what furthers this 
program. Carina stating that having a class 
where she had the ability to make memories 
also helps to depict what students come to 
value and remember in the end— the 
experience in comparison to just looking at 
the grades. Thus also helping to see how 
classes should be structured in order to leave 
a long lasting impact rather than just looking 
to pass the students without taking away 
anything truly meaningful on a personal 
level.  With that said, it also means that 
“facts,” though, as she notes, there can be a 
fair amount of intersection between these two 
categories, as there are classes that can teach 
facts through technical skill like website 
building. However, what led the team to 
characterize this particular response as 
experiential learning is that what Carina 
seems to value is not that she is being taught 
how to build a website for a particular 
assignment—such as learning about the US 
Constitution. Rather, she seems to be 
suggesting that a skill that transcends 
assessments has applications elsewhere and is 
something that can be done. In this way, it is a 
more active approach to learning, particularly 
as students consider the applications of the 
skill in relation to the projects they need to 
develop to satisfy their various standards. 
With this focus, the content becomes 
interchangeable. 
Carina goes on to list several more 
technical skills she learned in SLC including 
“debating, audio editing, video editing, model 
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having that association and value put to what 
they learned is what helps the students obtain 
the information. With the experience not only 
being remembered as something fun or 
enjoyable they will also be able to associate 
what they did with what they learned, 
arguably leaving them with the ability to hold 
on to the information for a longer period of 
time. Not to mention how experiential 
learning also has the implication of applying 
oneself to what they are trying to learn— 
putting themselves in a content specific 
situation— and being able to work through it, 
is another key factor that goes into their 
active learning. Meaning that they will also be 
able to reflect on the knowledge they gained 
from a different perspective due to the fact 
that they were the ones to “live” it. 
building, augmented reality.” Again, this list 
is representative of mediums that were taught 
in class, which carry with them a kind of 
inherent and immediate purpose in that they 
become the avenues through which students 
can explore their learning. As such, it is also 
worth noting the language Carina uses to 
describe these skills. With the exception of 
augmented reality, all the others are written as 
gerunds, as an activity that can be done. This, 
too, suggests an active component to the 
learning.  
          However, instead of teaching 
augmented reality for the sake of learning a 
particular piece of content, it was taught as a 
kind of technical skill —a tool through which 
any number of standards could be explored. 
This might be the clearest distinction between 
experiential learning and a conceptual-based 
model of education. Students are actively 
being given tools instead of what Carina calls 
“facts” because the tacit —and sometimes 
explicit— understanding is that they will need 
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to actively employ them as they do their 
project-based learning  in SLC. More 
importantly, still, the hope is that in providing 
tools instead of answers, students become 
more competent and confident at posing 
questions, seeking answers, and leveraging 





Meta-analysis of valuing active/experiential learning. In their analysis, the youth 
researchers identify the final product as being fundamentally tied to meaningfulness; however, 
they reason that, at least in the case of Carina, the constructed memory of creating the project is 
equally important to perceptions of meaningfulness. If—like the youth-researchers’ analysis 
suggest—the creation of memories is a critical element of valuing active/experiential learning, 
and thus a critical element of the Small Learning Community, then it suggests that there might be 
an advantage to fostering learning experiences that are both unique and evocative of sensory 
expression in the hopes of creating greater neural access. The working-theory here is that if 
students are better able to recall learning-memories, then, perhaps they will be better able to 
recall the learning itself.  
For instance, because Carina spent many hours editing the audio for a radio play she 
wrote about geometric principles, she explored the content through writing, speaking, and 
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listening, and she had to do so many times over. Perhaps this means that in the future, if she 
hears a particular sound, it will trigger the memory of her radio play; by triggering this memory 
she might be able to recall the geometry concept with which she had been working.  
This understanding holds with research conducted by UC Berkeley's Center for Teaching 
and Learning (2018) on memory, which posits that there are three basic stages to memory 
processing —encoding, storage, and retrieval. They go on to state that the limitations of memory 
are rarely rooted in the encoding or stage phases but rather in the retrieval process. However, the 
likelihood of a memory being recalled can be increased through the active reconstruction, 
associated with retrieval. In short, they write, “Every time a memory is accessed for retrieval, 
that process modifies the memory itself; essentially re-encoding the memory,” ultimately making 
the memory more accessible in the future.   
In essence, because Carina is encoding her memories multiple times through multiple 
modalities and over multiple days, she is maximizing the opportunities for these memories to be 
integrated with her existing schemas. These schemas create avenues for recall, and the more 
often Carina recalls her geometry project and the learning associated with it, the more likely she 
is to have access to those understandings when she is in a context that demands her knowledge of 
geometry.  
Additionally, it is interesting to hold the youth-researcher’s observations about the role of 
memory in relation to Carina’s understanding of skills versus facts while examining both facets 
through the lens of valuing experiential learning. Ultimately, it raises the questions, Are there 
experiential elements of skill-based learning that contribute to the creation of memories? Is this 
less likely to happen with content instruction?  
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Perhaps, ultimately, it is a question of relevance.  When Carina lists out technical skills, 
there are two important elements. First, these mediums tend to be new skills, meaning that she 
has to spend more time engaging with the process. Second, there is an immediate purpose to 
grappling with a particular medium; it is how she will show content mastery. This immediacy 
may propel students like Carina to spend more time grappling with the difficulties of learning 
something new. Learning a piece of content, however, may not seem to have a particular purpose 
beyond the sake of itself. As a result, these pieces may be more likely to be glossed over or 
simply forgotten as opposed to becoming a particularly deeply encoded memory. 
Thinking of memories in relation to active and experiential learning represented a 
theoretical blind spot for me, which, again speaks to the importance of inviting a multitude of 
perspectives into research. Moreover, conceptualizing SLC as a place to create and curate 
memories could prove a rich avenue of exploration as we consider program revisions and the 
role new or multimodal work might hold. However, it is not the only revision that needs to be 
considered. As we shift away from Carina toward Rakesh—one of her SLC peers—he also 
reflects on the role new skills have on his experiences of SLC. Yet, unlike Carina, the newness of 
these acquisitions are less about the potential for memory or social bonding but rather are 
conceptualized as a particular form of intellectual capital.  
Rakesh 
 The trouble with writing about Rakesh is one of nuance. The moment I find myself 
poised and ready to give letters to a partially-realized description of who I think he is, it flitters 
and dies before my fingers can strike the keyboard —murdered by its glaring incompleteness. 
Rakesh is a fifteen-year-old-student who plays JV basketball, though I wouldn’t describe him as 
a basketball player. He was born in Los Angeles, says he’s from Mumbai, and lives in Kuwait, 
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where—before ASK—he attended an English school, leaving him with a beautiful liquid /u/ and 
the high arching /r/ of a British accent. At the same time, I wouldn’t by default call him 
American or Indian, Kuwaiti or British. He creates beautiful films about travel in his spare time 
and takes advanced classes in science and English, and yet at the same time, I wouldn’t 
necessarily think of him a filmographer any more than I would an academic, though, in truth, he 
is both.  
 You see, Rakesh, perhaps more than any student in the SLC is able to float between the 
different strata and identity-positions of the high school in a way that’s almost chameleon-like, 
though he’s not blending into these respective social scenes, he’s just being. To be honest, I 
don’t understand how one person can be so many things. And yet Rakesh is —with perfect white 
shells for teeth, a ready smile, and an air of humility that somehow makes him all the more 
endearing.  
 In his own words, Rakesh writes, “I want to be seen as a fun, creative person who is 
willing to be different and do things which many people are scared to do in life. I want people to 
see me as adventurous and brave.” So here is Rakesh, fun and creative, adventurous and brave:  
Three of my boys were struggling with their assigned writing standards. We’d been doing 
short stories and speeches in class, but none of the prompts had particularly resonated with their 
interests. I’m not sure where the idea came from, but I certainly stoked the flames —love letters, 
to be hand-written and expertly crafted.  
Imagine for a moment the swirling vortex of horror, delight, and exhilaration a 9th grade 
boy must surely feel when he realizes that he will be writing a love letter for English class, a 
situation which is only compounded by the fact that, in my classroom, A-level writing requires 
an audience. Had they waited a moment, I would have suggested giving the letter to their 
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mothers or spoken about platonic love and suggested writing to a friend or even of setting the 
letter adrift in a bottle tossed into the Arab Gulf. Luckily for all parties, however, the boys were 
faster, and shouted various iterations of  
 Do we have to give them to our crushes? 
 I can’t believe we have to give them to our crushes! 
Before I’d had a chance to intercede, or even get a word in edgewise, the boys were certain of 
the mandate: —love letters, hand-written, expertly crafted, and delivered to the subject in 
question. I wasn’t fool enough to contradict them.  
In my ten years in the classroom, I have never seen students so focused on a writing task. 
They came in at lunch, worked through a series of drafts, even sought the advice of another 
English teachers to solicit a range of feedback. It was like seeing Lloyd Bitzer’s rhetorical 
situation live and breathe in the bodies of 9th graders, and then Rakesh was ready—perhaps, 
because he was the most sincere in his intentions. 
Upon hearing that Rakesh planned to deliver his letter after school, I was awash with 
panic —what if she says no and crushes his heart, or, worse still, what if she says yes and now he 
has to navigate the human foibles of first love? Rakesh, however, was resolute, and later that 
afternoon, I was greeted with three grainy snapshots.  
Rakesh approaching a young woman in the hallway, the letter visible in his hand.  
Rakesh reading or perhaps simply handing her the white paper, his eyes cast downward.  
Two teenagers standing close, though not quite touching, in an almost-deserted hallway  
with smiles spread wide as the late afternoon sun casts its long shadows, singing of adventures to 
be had and the bravery of authentic risk.  
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Rakesh’s Perceptions of Meaningfulness  
 When asked what makes learning meaningful, Rakesh writes “Learning something new. 
[It] doesn’t really matter what it is.” This is a recurrent idea throughout his interview, perhaps, 
because the act of learning a new concept or skill is for, for Rakesh, “one of the best feelings. I 
feel that I am a much smarter person every time I have enhanced or added to my skill set.” This 
particular phrasing is interesting, both because of its possessive quality and the way it frames 
him as a kind of hobbyist building his closet of intellectual curios. This tendency can be seen in 
how Rakesh approached his learning standards.  
Ranging from a simple video game he coded with Scratch to hand-written letters, from 
video essays to speeches, 3D scaled-models and pencasts, Rakesh produced 38 projects over the 
course of the year and rarely repeated mediums, suggesting that he had, indeed, curated an 
eclectic range of skills. Moreover, many of his projects seemed to center on his interests: he 
created documentaries using his hiking footage he took while traveling, conducted experiments 
related to basketball, and he created an articulated model of the endocrine system using materials 
found at the bakala, or the local corner store. It is interesting to hold these projects in relation to 
his desire to be seen as creative, adventurous, and different. Whether or not he intended it, it 
seems as though Rakesh’s academic work reflects these characteristics. 
 Although, new is certainly an important factor for Rakesh, it isn’t the only one that 
matters. He writes:  
I loved making the projects because making something cool and different felt 
really satisfying. Like those historic 3D models, it’s not like an everyday thing. It 
takes time and effort and once it’s completed you feel more proud of yourself. 
However, taking tests or like simple forms those are stuff which almost everyone 
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can do at any time and you can’t put in any of your creativity at all, making it less 
meaningful to you as you had to do what everyone else is doing. 
Here, he seems to be touching on several distinct threads. In addition to the importance of 
meaningful work being new, he also draws attention to the amount of time and effort involved as 
well needing a creative outlet through which he can differentiate himself from his 
peers.  Perhaps, then, Rakesh looks at new skills as a way to develop his personal identities and 
each one might open up a new social sphere.  
If Rakesh learns the mathematics of basketball, he might have more to offer to that social 
group and move more centrally within it; if he learns how to edit videos, he might be pulled 
more centrally into Yearbook or TEDxYouth, where those skills are in demand. However, even 
if he is pulled further into these social arenas, there is still something unique about a basketball 
player who knows the precise geometry of a successful jump shot or a videographer who can —
at the age of sixteen— produce professional quality work. These understandings seem to 
resonate with Rakesh’s description of himself where he says he wants to be seen as “willing to 
be different and [to] do things.”  
This leads me to wonder to what degree a project’s perceived meaningfulness is rooted in 
how clearly the creation reflects the creator and the vision of themselves they want to project into 
the world. Here again it is worth considering to what degree Rakesh’s identity as a Third Culture 
Kid comes into play. When he moves schools or shifts countries, in many respects Rakesh has 
the capacity to present any version of himself he wishes to this new audience.  
Ultimately, Rakesh’s reasoning about what makes work meaningful—meaningful work 
being both new and dependent on effort and time invested—resonates with Carina’s response, 
who articulated similar sentiments. However, what is interesting is that he also views his 
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academic work as a creative expression that makes him more unique. While various youth-
researchers and I have spent considerable time thinking about how the social lives of learners can 
inform classroom work, I had not considered the reverse —classroom’s work capacity to impact 
social lives, or in Rakesh’s case, it’s ability to help him perceive himself as unique.  
Rakesh’s Perceptions of Agency 
 In terms of agency, Rakesh writes:  
I feel like we have a lot of control over our education at SLC. Although what we 
portray and learn in our projects is picked by the teacher, how we want to show 
that is complete up to us, the students  
Interestingly he has made virtually the same observation as Carina about having the capacity to 
decide how a learning standard is executed, though not necessarily what that standard is. What is 
different is how these two students perceived and interpreted this constraint. For Carina, she 
believed that she had more control than she would in another class but did not describe it as a 
lot—to use Rakesh’s wording—and is clear that she felt traditional classrooms were extremely 
controlled, citing the homogeneity of PowerPoints and worksheets.  
 At this point it is useful to at least consider the educational background of these two 
students. Carina has spent nine years at ASK, an American School whereas Rakesh has spent the 
bulk of his education in the British system, the latter of which—at least in Kuwait—carries with 
it a reputation for rigidity in a multitude of respects. For example, at Kuwait’s The English 
School (TES), assignments are written in ink and in cursive; students are expected to walk up the 
right side of the stairs and down the left —even when no one else is on the staircase. Students 
stand when their teacher enters the room, and much of the curriculum is focused around helping 
students do well on their A-level exams, which tend to be more content focused than the SAT or 
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ACT, suggesting that there is less room for differentiating texts because all students need to have 
access to the same material on the exam. 
 These characteristics lead me to wonder if part of the reason why Rakesh feels he has a 
lot of control over his education is because the tropes that surround his learning have shifted in 
SLC, particularly when compared to his previous experiences in the British system. In our 
classroom, students have an open seating plan at large tables and on couches and diwaniya sets—
ground level cushions—instead of traditional desks. Outside of 10-minute mini-lessons the room 
is almost always flooded with chatter, and generally —for better or for worse— there is a certain 
level of chaos, with materials strewn about the room as students work through projects and plan 
out how to approach learning targets. This setting might represent a more extreme departure for 
Rakesh than it does for Carina, though admittedly, it is a speculative read on why two students 
could make the same observation within the same context and seem to represent these 
understandings so differently.  
 Another interesting point about Rakesh’s perceptions of his own agency is the way it 
intersects with the work that made him proud. For instance, when asked to describe a moment 
where he felt like he had control Rakesh responded: 
Yes, the basketball project that Lee and I did. I felt like we had complete control 
over it as, to be honest, the topic we were studying was pretty irrelevant, and we 
mostly just did it for fun, and it was approved. 
At the same time, however, he ranked this project last on his Quarter III list, writing, “I am least 
proud of my Basketball project as it was the most basic project I’ve made as it was just a bunch 
of slides explaining a pretty simple experiment.” What Rakesh’s response seems to indicate is 
that, for him, there doesn’t seem to be a strong correlation between the amount of control he has 
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and his perception of the meaningfulness of the project, a correlation that seems to be present 
throughout much of his work. Moreover, his chosen medium —a slideshow presentation —lacks 
whiz-bang technology and artistic finesse that is characteristic of much of his work. Adding to 
that that, it also doesn’t have an audience in that it wasn’t a presentation for his peers, and it 
wasn’t something that he could upload to his YouTube channel, an avenue through which he 
often chose to share his film-centered work. 
 Rakesh’s experiences with his basketball project, where he perceived a high degree of 
agency but a low-level of meaningfulness contrasts in revealing ways with other work he did 
throughout the year. For instance, during Quarter I, he ranked his model and presentation about 
the endocrine system as the work that made him the most proud because, he reflected:  
 I felt it was the most creative yet also educational project I have ever made.  Me 
and Ashraf used things you could get from a bukala and made an accurate 
labeled model of the Endocrine system which is not easy, that is why I am I most 
proud of that project.  
Interestingly, this was actually a teacher-assigned project, which from the outset feels suggestive 
of a lesser degree of agency: students had a choice of what bodily system with which they would 
be working and how they would construct their model, but that was essentially it in terms of 
student-led decision making. Although many of his choices were mitigated, the project did 
provide an avenue for creative expression in that Rakesh chose to work with a variety of 
materials in new ways. Additionally, because it was a class project and his peers were dependent 
on his presentation to garner the information necessary for a subsequent activity, there was a 
clear exigency to the work he was doing, unlike in his basketball project wherein any purpose 
was mostly rooted in personal goals. 
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An implication of these budding understandings might be that as long as students like 
Rakesh are able to (1) make choices about execution, (2) have an authentic audience and/or 
reason for their work, then much of the content can be meaningful without infringing on 
students’ perceptions of meaningfulness or agency. Admittedly, while this may be true for 
Rakesh, I remain suspicious that these parameters would feel like restrictions for students more 
aligned with Carina, suggesting what we as teachers already know —there is no ready-made 
answer for all students. Perhaps, then, the best course of action is to create an environment where 
there are teacher-designed projects as an option, though with the invitation for students to strike 
their own paths.  
Here again there are implicit questions about the scope of agency. Rakesh, like Carina, 
comes from Southern Asia and by virtue of the social structure in Kuwait will likely struggle to 
truly make meaningful change that extends beyond the classroom. There is also the fact that he is 
a guest within Kuwaiti culture, so there are important ethical considerations regarding to what 
extent he should try to render change. Although, again like Carina, Rakesh does perceive a 
degree of agency, it is a matter of scope. He can take important actions in terms of his own 
education, but there are circumstances that mitigate the efficacy of such actions. Perhaps, it was 
this awareness that motivated Rakesh to withdraw from the program in the hopes that a 
traditional education system would better prepare him for testing demands in subsequent school 
years. In essence, Rakesh can make powerful and transformative decisions about how and what 
he will learn in SLC, but that does not change the reality that he will have to take the SAT.  
Rakesh’s Perception of Value beyond SLC  
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In terms of the value of skills and content learned in SLC beyond the classroom, 
Rakesh’s responses tended to be rooted in college applications. In fact, when asked what drew 
him to the program he wrote:  
Ummm, I am not sure to be honest it was more of just a leap of faith and also 
being a top 20 student in the grade looks quite intriguing on my transcript. 
However, I was not fully sure of what I was getting into. 
Here again, when Rakesh speaks of leaps of faith, I can see his willingness to take risks and 
experiment with something new, which again echoes his fourth quarter reflection where he wrote 
that he wanted to be seen as adventurous and brave, willing to take on the challenges that might 
frighten others.  
While these reflections of self engender a degree of whimsy, they are also balanced with 
pragmatism. For instance, although Rakesh was willing to take a risk, when he speaks of 
transcripts, it’s clear that he’s thinking about SLC as a vehicle to college. This idea resurfaces 
again when he writes:  
For sure, what I learnt in SLC will help me tremendously in the future as now 
days jobs and colleges like people who are different not just the average 4.0 
student who is good at memorizing the textbook (even though that’s necessary as 
well). Something which I feel will help me a lot was learning how to make the 
[college] portfolio. It will help me a lot in the future if I work hard to perfect it as 
it is something different and intriguing for colleges. 
What is interesting about Rakesh’s response is that he believes that creative thinking that—in his 
words—extends beyond memorizing the textbook  is an important aspect of success beyond high 
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school, as is being able to communicate this quality to others through mediums such as the 
college portfolio.  
These sentiments in combination with Rakesh’s hope that his portfolio might create a 
degree of intrigue, speaks of a degree of whimsy. However, it is tempered with the pressure of 
pragmatism. As he notes with his parenthetical traditional academic success is also important to 
Rakesh, and thus the creative elements of education are complementary rather than foundational 
in and of themselves. He continues on to write:  
During the first exams I felt extremely panicked because I felt I didn’t learn 
enough to achieve a good grade in the class. However, my friend Lee and I  were 
going through this phase together so everyday for the 2 weeks before the exams 
we had like 4-7 hour calls just studying for the exams through YouTube and 
worksheets. 
As his teacher, this suggests to me that, although the projects and portfolios helped Rakesh feel 
secure in expressing creative problem solving and individualized thinking, they did not help him 
feel prepared for traditional academic assessments, which, again, for Rakesh is the bedrock of his 
educational experiences. The way he coped with this insecurity is especially interesting in that he 
turned to what might be considered markers of conventional classrooms —YouTube videos, 
which stand in as lectures, as well as worksheets. Moreover, he would do so for hours at a time, 
virtually doubling the length of his school day. 
While I am tempted to describe this as over preparing, the fact remains that it took two 
weeks of hours-long phone calls for Rakesh to feel ready for his exams, a reality which, perhaps, 
calls into question the value of project-focused learning as a means of developing competency 
for test-driven assessments. It is not an inconsequential point. The fact is that even at an 
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American school, students are expected to take several high-stakes tests including a bevy of 
Advanced Placement tests, TESOL Language Proficiency Exams, and either the SAT or ACT.  
For instance, while Rakesh is adamant that:  
The traditional classroom does not help you at all in your creative side it 
is strictly based on the information only. Not saying the traditional classes 
don’t have it’s benefits, I am just saying that it does not work on your 
creative side at all with all the restrictions granted.  
He goes on to remark, “However, the traditional class prepares us more for the SATs and APs in 
the future.”  This was a compelling reason for Rakesh, and , ultimately, he decided not to 
continue with SLC in 10th grade. He wanted to feel prepared for these exams —though it’s 
worth noting that he tried, unsuccessfully, to reverse his decision in the fall and rejoin SLC 10.  
What this might suggest is that for students like Rakesh, they need to be able to perceive 
that the project-based work they are doing transfers to other traditional academic areas. 
Admittedly, at least in my mind, a better course of action would be to somehow re-center what is 
considered foundational in schools, perhaps holding creative expression or compassion or agency 
as paramount, but the truth is that would mean redefining the status quo of education on a 
systemic level. 
Needless to say, this is beyond the scope of a fledgling program such as SLC. However, 
what the program can do is to get students and educators to question why certain values are 
celebrated over others, to critically interrogate whether this prioritization is reflective of our 
societal needs. It might also be possible to incorporate more benchmark exams so that students 
are able to see their progress on traditional markers and are less panicked for exams. This in 
combination with metacognitive reflection might make it more apparent how critically thinking 
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skills readily transfer over to traditional academic markers. We can also focus on how creativity, 
intellectual-risk, and expression are not antithetical to traditional modes of education and that 
perhaps the “non-academic” skills of SLC can and do transfer as foundational aspects of 
academic arenas.  
Lastly, in terms of these implications in relation to Rakesh as a TCK, it is worth noting 
that at least anecdotally that many of the international students at the American School of Kuwait 
are under tremendous pressure to perform well academically. Teachers, including myself, have 
often postulated about the source of this pressure and why it seems different from the pressures 
our host-national students experience. One thought is that because many of our students come 
from politically unstable regions (e.g. Lebanon, Syria, Venezuela), there is a desire to ensure that 
students have as many intellectual tools available to them as possible —top-notch grades, 
multilingualism, involvement in extracurriculars. The line of reason follows that if students have 
a wide range of skills, then they are more globally mobile —a strategy which worked well for 
our ASK parent community. Although I would not necessarily classify India as a particularly 
unstable region, particularly Mumbai where Rakesh’s family is from, Rakesh is certainly a 
member of the international community at ASK.  
Coding Rakesh’s Interview 
 When we coded Rakesh’s interview, the youth-researchers and I felt that he contributed 
most richly to the thematic code application of learning, in part because of Rakesh’s 
determination to acquire new intellectual tools. Because he thinks of skills and content in this 
particular light, to us, it suggested that Rakesh is anticipating scenarios where he might be able to 
apply this learning. What follows is the analysis of his interview with respect to this idea. As 
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before, the youth-researchers’ analysis is on the left, mine on the right, and the meta-analysis that 
follows is meant to serve as a synthesizing of our respective ideas.  
↕                        ↕ 
          Youth-researcher analysis: 
application of learning. The Small Learning 
Community inspires students to conduct their 
projects through multiple mediums. Students in 
SLC have strived to make the projects 
applicable to real-day life — one of the 
ultimate goals of SLC is to bring alive the 
course contents into the real world and to 
make a difference.  In fact students have 
obtained skills ranging from video & audio 
editing to playing out Shakespeare’s best 
pieces. All of the interviewees mentioned the 
skills they obtained through SLC’s project-
based philosophy.  Skill learning is an integral 
part of SLC and it’s what makes SLC so 
distinct when compared to regular lecture-
based classes.  
           As a product of learning a variety of 
          Teacher analysis: application of 
learning. During the sorting of the initial 
codes related to social-emotional learning in 
SLC, the research team quickly realized we 
needed to draft one additional focus code 
related to the application of learning. This 
category ultimately ended up having eleven 
initial codes assigned to it, of which Rakesh 
contributed three substantial pieces of 
evidence. While the social-emotional skills —a 
broad category which we are using to describe 
any non-assessed skill—without question, have 
implications beyond the classroom, the codes 
sorted into application of learning were either 
focused more on technical skill or on some 
aspect of SLC of wherein future implications 
were explicitly mentioned.  
          This application element is essential and 
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skills, SLC students were able to associate a 
certain level of importance to the content they 
were learning in the classroom. This being due 
to the students simultaneous learning of new 
skills and information which in turn provided 
them with a connection/relationship between 
the two. As a result, SLC students were able to 
enhance their learning both within, and outside 
the classroom especially when the skills that 
were learned were applicable to either 
scenario. This differs from a regular class in 
which content is not typically connected to real 
life applications and skills. As stated by Rakesh 
“ the traditional classroom does not help you 
at all in your creative side it is strictly based 
on the information only.” Overall, resulting in 
a lack of association of importance to what 
they were learning in the classroom seeing that 
they were taught to assume that it would not 
typically apply to the world outside of it— 
what could be seen as a clear line drawn or a 
strong boundary built between what appears to 
be their ”two separate worlds.” 
was captured by Rakesh who wrote:  
For sure, what I learnt in SLC will 
help me tremendously in the future 
as now days jobs and colleges like 
people who are different not just 
the average 4.0 student who is 
good at memorizing the textbook ( 
even though that’s necessary as 
well). Something which I feel will 
help me a lot was learning how to 
make the portfolio. It will help me 
a lot in the future if I work hard to 
perfect it as it is something 
different and intriguing for 
colleges.  
When asked if he felt these same skills could 
be taught in traditional classrooms, he stated 
that the instructional focuses tended to be on 
content, which —in his mind— came at the 
expense of the creative freedom associated 
with developing content for and curating his 
college portfolio.  
          What is interesting is here is that Rakesh 
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          Rakesh however being in the SLC 
environment was able to see the different side 
with many of his projects that were able to 
bridge the space between certain things like 
audio and video editing as well as the history 
of Mary Queen of Scots and Shakespeare. In 
fact one of Rakesh’s projects was a deep dive 
into the comparisons between the TV-
adaptation and actual history of Mary Queen 
of Scots. In doing so Rakesh created a video 
that took you through the historical events and 
what was illustrated; in which he was able to 
not only learn the true story of a strong 
influential leader but also develop his skills 
when it came to certain things like video 
production. In return connecting his own 
personal skills to content based information. 
is able to consider the long-range transference 
of this particular skill. However, in terms of 
more immediate skills, such as being able to 
pass an AP test or score well on the SAT, he 
felt traditional classrooms were better suited. 
Further, fear over a lack of short-range transfer 
was one of the reasons that motivated Rakesh 
to withdraw from the program and wanting to 
take classes with his non-SLC peers being the 
other. 
          In some ways, this response isn’t 
surprising. When students propose their 
projects, one of the questions they are asked to 
consider is where might the standard or skill be 
useful beyond the classroom context. The hope 
in doing so is that it would foster a higher level 
of transference and create a greater sense of 
purpose for their work. Generally the 
considerations that came in response to these 
questions involve college or future careers. 
I  have not yet had a student write about how a 
particular project might support their more 
immediate goals, such as scoring well on the 
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SAT or helping in a non-SLC course. As such, 
the question then becomes, how can we help 
students feel the relevance of their work in 
these test-oriented contexts. The other 
implication, too, is that while students might be 
able to transfer their learning within SLC 
courses, say from history to English, they may 
not be able to do so as readily between SLC 
and on-SLC courses. As such, transference 
between domains remains a problem, though, 
we have expanded the size of one of those 




Meta-analysis of application of learning. In looking across the analyses, the youth-
researchers noted four essential differences, writing: 
[1] In the teacher writing it is said that learning skills is becoming normal and 
that it can be something overlapping in normal classes [2] In the student side it is 
said that students barely learn any skills, and that normal classrooms don't teach 
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new skills which is what makes SLC ‘revolutionary.’ [3] The YPAR analysis also 
concludes how without application of learning to the real world, there’s no 
motivation to be engaged in their education. [4] The Teacher analysis talks about 
how this skill is important for fostering a higher level of transference. 
As I consider these differences, I find that I am reticent to too easily dismiss the important role 
that traditionally structured classes play in fostering skills. If the youth-researchers truly feel that 
they barely learn any skills in traditional classrooms, my first reaction is that we—educators—
need to do a better job of asking students enrolled in these classes to take stock of what they have 
learned. It also may be true that some of the skills learned in SLC—podcasting, website design, 
augmented reality, scaled modeling—are in many ways flashier, though not necessarily more 
valuable than those that might be found in more traditionally structured classrooms.  
This notion links to my second thought, which is that perhaps the act of choosing draws 
greater attention to the learning that is happening. For instance, if students decide to learn how to 
build a website, it is a clear goal that can be answered with Yes, I have added this to my tool belt, 
or, No I haven’t yet. Because students in traditional classes do not choose the mediums with 
which they are working, the question somehow shifts. No longer is a matter of —for instance— 
Can I write a literary analysis? Rather it becomes a question of quality, often an abstract 
characteristic determined by the teacher, and students learn to ask, Did I write a good literary 
analysis? Because so much of the reflecting and the evaluation is done by the teacher, rather than 
the students, it might very well be that the teacher is more aware of the way in which these 
learners are progressing.  
In any case, this is not to suggest it is ill advised to raise the question of quality. 
However, it does operate under the assumption that the student has mastered the medium —
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literary analysis essays— without explicitly drawing attention to the medium itself. Moreover, 
because the medium isn’t a choice or isn’t necessarily terribly distinct in form from any number 
of other essay types, it might not feel as clear of an accomplishment. Instead it becomes another 
stepping stone in the process of becoming stronger writers —a long journey that does not 
necessarily have any particular “conclusion.” My concern is that because skills, such as writing, 
are truly a life-long endeavor comprised of many subsets of skills and a broad range of 
application, students might not be as aware of their learning. Without this awareness, I wonder, 
then, if they are less likely to count it as part of their intellectual toolbox, and therefore don’t see 
the value of its short and long-distance transference.  
Further, the fact of the matter is that it is unlikely students will write many literary 
analysis essays beyond college, though there is value in the underlying analytical skills they are 
developing. By allowing students to focus on mediums that they believe might be valuable later 
in life, they are both honing their abilities with a medium that interests them and —oftentimes— 
their writing skills. In considering the mediums with which students worked, there was, almost 
without exception, a written script that preceded the podcast, the model with augmented reality, 
the YouTube videos. As such, when we conferenced, a majority of the feedback was centered on 
the written aspects of their work, on helping students foster their critical thinking and writing 
skills.  
I also found that students were more willing to embrace their feedback, choosing to 
rework their writing or otherwise deliberately reject suggestions and explain why. Although 
there are certainly any number of reasons for this observation —a high concentration of high-
achieving youths, strong interpersonal relationships between teachers and students, and the rosy-
glassed reflections of an educator a full two-years removed from the classroom at the time of this 
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writing—it is interesting to consider their willingness to engage with revision in relation to 
mediums. Perhaps students must pay greater attention to their work because there is a chance that 
it will be valuable in their futures; perhaps, too, these mediums help students feel more 
connected to an audience beyond their teacher.   
 The youth-researchers’ third point does feel particularly important: without application to 
the real world, schoolwork can be ripped of meaning or, more aptly, exigency. The observation 
echoes the idea presented by Rakesh’s love letter. Because there was a clear application of his 
learning—i.e. learn to craft a love letter to woo the girl—the project had meaning and thus 
became a point of pride for Rakesh. This feels absolutely fundamental to the SLC program, 
though the researchers make me question the value of far-transfer, and I wonder if work might 
feel more meaningful if students are asked to consider how a particular skill might become 
immediately relevant in their other classes or personal lives. 
The fourth observation that the youth-researchers make centers on the idea that I was 
more focused on transference than they were in their analysis. On one hand, this makes me think 
about our relative positions. With KG1 beginning at age three, most of the youth-researchers 
have spent nearly all of their lives in schools. Certainly, there are moments outside of school, but 
it is interesting to consider how our everyday language reflects this almost omnipresent feature: 
afterschool, on a school night, during spring or summer break —recesses from school. It might 
well be that I am more focused on the application of learning beyond school because, simply by 
virtue of years, I have spent more time in these spaces and with an adult life can more readily 
point to non-school contexts where the skills they are developing will be useful.  
The idea of short-range transfer, which neither I nor the youth researchers discussed in 
our initial analysis, is also worth commenting on. Because classes are interdisciplinary, one of 
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the driving thoughts in founding SLC was that skills such as writing, close reading, and logical 
reasoning would more fluidly cross the artificial divisions created by content. I do not know that 
we were successful in this endeavor. The fact that none of the participants mentioned using skills 
learned in SLC in other classes, bears notice. My suspicion is that, before, learning was binned 
into tidy boxes: this is the kind of writing I do for English, and it is different from the writing we 
do in history, even when the genres are virtually the same.  Now it is still binned into tidy boxes, 
but the scope has become larger: this is the kind of writing I do for SLC, and it is different from 
the writing we do outside of the program.  
In some ways, this notion of transference is central to the contributions of the following 
research participants in the following chapter. Eleanor, a youth researcher who is readily able to 
transfer or apply the learning she does in SLC not necessarily to a context beyond SLC but 
certainly to her immediate personal interests. This same feature is true of Jol as well—the 
president of the YPAR team—who gradually used her academic work to situate herself more 
centrally within sociocultural contexts that were important to her. However, what differentiates 
the following participants from Rakesh and Carina are the ways in which they engage with their 





PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF DATA—PART II 
The previous case studies raised questions about the Small Learning Community (SLC). 
In particular, there were concerns about the positioning of standards, the value of memory, what 
skills transfer, what specific elements contribute to a sense of meaningfulness, and to what 
degree SLC participants experienced a sense of control over their educations. Without question, 
these insights—as well as the subsequent interpretations and implications drafted by the Youth-
led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) team—demand careful consideration and have the 
potential to steer significant program developments. These lines of thinking established by the 
youth in this study —both the study participants and the youth-researchers—are expanded in the 
following case studies where two new participants raise questions around transference 
concerning social-emotional learning, content-knowledge, and culturally responsive pedagogies.  
As in the previous data presentation, the participants featured in this chapter—Eleanor 
and Jol—are representative of characteristics that are reflective of the greater SLC program 
population. Jol continued on with the program, whereas Eleanor repatriated to the United States. 
Jol, as our YPAR team president, is heavily invested in this investigation, and Eleanor has been 
an active member for two years. Once again, both are Third Culture Kids, though Jol—at the 
time of writing— has spent just two years in Kuwait while Eleanor, the daughter of a diplomat, 
has spent most of her formative years outside of the US. Collectively, these two people represent 
five nationalities and have spent significant amounts of time in four different countries during 
their respective fifteen years of life. They also are athletes, musicians, and participate in several 
honors societies within the American School of Kuwait (ASK). 
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In terms of sequencing, I begin with Eleanor and then conclude the chapter with Jol. 
Eleanor, like  Rakesh and Carina, also reflects on the value of process in SLC. However, whereas 
for Carina, the process seems to pivot on unique learning experiences that contribute to the 
development of memory, for Rakesh the process was a means through which he could collect 
and apply various tools. Yet Eleanor’s positioning is somewhat unique, relative to her peers. 
While, like Rakesh and Carina, she speaks of how the amount of effort she invests feeds into 
how meaningful her process feels, she also focuses on the end product, a consideration that 
brings notions of audience to the forefront. Although this sentiment echoes the exigency of much 
of Rakesh’s work, Eleanor again is unique in that she puts herself into conversation with an 
increasingly abstract audience, raising questions about the complexity of the work students do in 
SLC.  
Eleanor 
I have always loved the stillness that floods into the recesses of busy places once they’ve 
emptied. A subway station late at night, the hallways of a school on a long weekend, a theatre 
after a show has been struck, a mall with mostly-closed up shops and its soft, overly-cheery 
music that reverberates grotesquely off tiled floors, amplifying the sense of emptiness. These 
spaces don’t quite hum, but they ring with the echoes of what was there before—click clack of 
sensible pumps, arching laughter, the dull roar of voices, the screeches of machinery all worked 
seamlessly into this symphonic cacophony that paints the backdrop of everyday life. In the 
absence of sound and the presence of these half-remembered echoes, I feel quiet. And quiet 
breeds thought.  
I savor these moments, so showing up to school while it's still steeped in this quasi-
hibernation has been a predictable part of my routine for years. What was not predictable, 
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however, was unlocking my classroom at 5:15 in the morning to discover a 6-foot tall Christmas 
tree made out of old textbooks, strings of lights, hand-calligraphed ornaments featuring the 
names of all 24 SLC students and teachers, white snowflakes hanging from the ceiling, fir-tree 
cutouts, garlands wrapped around the benches, and several life-size foam pine trees, dusted with 
fake snow and glitter. In the twelve hours I had been away from the space, someone had broken 
into my classroom and created a winter wonderland leaving only the note Merry Christmas, Ms. 
Hawkins. —Love, Santa. It was days later that I learned Santa had, in fact, been Eleanor, when a 
peer accidentally let it slip. Of course, it had been Eleanor, I thought passively.  
The daughter of a US-diplomat, she was only thirteen when she first came to SLC, 
though even then she conducted herself with a degree of dignity that belied her years, until she 
was invariably struck by a hysterical giggle-fit, reminding me palpable that she could be as silly 
as she could be serious. Her disposition makes a certain amount of sense: in a little over a decade 
Eleanor has built homes-away-from-home in the United States, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait. 
Further, her mother is from Burkina Faso and her father from New Hampshire, meaning Eleanor 
has dual-citizenship in both France and the United States, and—just in case that wasn’t enough 
geographic diversity—she was also best friends with a young woman from South Korea. As 
such, to say that Eleanor is worldly misses the intimacy and sensitivity with which she interacts 
with other cultures. A traveler is worldly. Eleanor is something else altogether.       
Consider some of the implications this multicultural immersion must have. From a young 
age Eleanor—by necessity—learned how to interact with various cultures, peoples, and places. 
She has had to cultivate passions that readily move, such as soccer, singing, writing, and she had 
to learn how to carry the traditions that matter most to her in her metaphorical pockets, like paper 
snowflakes and artfully lettering ornaments.  
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Eleanor’s Perceptions of Meaningfulness  
 In some ways, when it comes to perceptions of meaningfulness, Eleanor’s answers differ 
slightly from her peers. Like Rakesh and Carina, she’s concerned both with the process and the 
amount of effort involved in creating a project; however, she often makes reference to the final 
product as well. For instance, she writes, “I think what makes a project meaningful is when you 
see the gradual process of creating it and eventually finishing it, and it being something that you 
can be proud of.” This understanding might be rooted in how Eleanor operated as a learner 
within SLC. Although she was engaged in class and workshop periods, most often using the time 
to plan, she typically didn’t start her projects until the final two weeks of the quarter. A possible 
implication of Eleanor’s workflow might be that because—just simply in terms of available 
time—she isn’t able to invest as much as into the process of a project. As a result, she ends up 
focusing more on the end result.   
For instance, when asked to reflect on a project that felt particularly meaningful, Eleanor 
discussed a short story she had written, observing:  
I sat down for hours at a time just writing profusely hoping that I would be able 
to make the deadline that it had to be turned in by. I did finish it on time, and I 
was really happy with the product, which is why it is meaningful to me. 
Because she began her short story with only days until the end of the quarter, Eleanor wasn’t 
able to invest nearly as much time in drafting and revising as a student like Carina might. Yet, 
even without this focus on process, Eleanor still perceived her work as meaningful. This 
perception might speak to several different elements of her project.  
First, when she proposed her idea, she outlined an ambitious goal and knew from the 
outset that writing a 25-page short story about a new topic was “an immense amount of work.” 
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This stretched her as a student, and there was a serious risk of failure. Even months later Eleanor 
seems to still remember the charge of this risk when she recalls that in the days leading up to the 
end of the quarter, she was, “hoping that I would be able to make the deadline that it had to be 
turned in by.”  
In addition to stretching as a scholar and putting herself into a situation where she might 
very well have failed, Eleanor also points out that the project also contained genuinely new 
elements about which she had to independently research. While there was never a formal 
research question, for biology, Eleanor had to explore the systemic hierarchies in biology. Rather 
than simply explain how organelles contribute to the existence of cells, cells to the existence of 
tissues, tissues to the existence of organs and so on, Eleanor opted to look at what happens when 
there is a malformation in one of these systems and did extensive research on polycystic kidney 
disease. Her understandings were then represented in her story, through the exploits of her main 
character. Because she chose a fairly uncommon disease with which neither she nor her teachers 
had any familiarity, she truly was navigating through unknown territory, perhaps again 
redoubling the risk in that there weren’t teachers who could lend their expertise in terms of 
understanding content.  
Yet, as she reflected on her project, she wrote that she perceived it as meaningful in part 
because, “I also got to research a new topic that I didn’t know anything about before,” which 
suggests that it isn’t just the risk that is important to Eleanor. Rather, like Rakesh, Eleanor also 
appreciates the opportunity to engage with new material. Moreover, doing so also speaks to a 
degree of choice. Eleanor chose to write a story, and she chose to research a disease. Perhaps 
these choices, too, contribute to her feelings of meaningfulness.  
 It’s also worth noting that Eleanor received high marks for her story, both in English and 
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in biology. If she is someone who values the final product, then it seems reasonable to assume 
that this external validation might also have contributed to why she felt proud of her project. 
Eleanor took a risk, learned something new, expressed ownership, and was then told by others 
that she had done well.  
Another interesting aspect of Eleanor’s responses regarding meaningfulness is that her 
perceptions of the idea seem to shift over time. When asked to rank and justify her projects in 
terms of what left her feeling most proud, for first quarter she wrote, “I put these in this order 
because I feel that they represent the order of the amount of work that I put into each one.” This 
sentiment of effort equating with pride and meaningfulness was carried into second quarter, but 
by third quarter, there was a change in the criteria Eleanor was using to evaluate her collection of 
work.  
She reflected, “I think the emotion experiment was interesting to me and to others, and it 
was fun to collect data for,” suggesting that it wasn’t just effort but the perception of others that 
also fed into her understanding of what made her work meaningful. Further, in her interview, 
which came just after the conclusion of quarter four, when asked about which projects felt more 
meaningful, she observed, “There are many projects that I felt were better than others, mostly 
because the end result of some projects were more polished or I generally put more effort into 
them, yielding better results.”  
Although it’s simple speculation, it seems reasonable that at the start of the year, she was 
figuring out the mechanics of the program —what kind of work she could turn in; what projects 
worked well; how to effectively synthesize standards. It’s a difficult process with a steep 
learning curve, and in some ways, Eleanor’s emphasis on personal effort seems to pay homage to 
this idea. Also, too, because it was the first time she had been asked to design projects in this 
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way, there might have been a greater feeling of risk in that Eleanor, like all SLC students, lacked 
a schema through which to anticipate whether or not a project would be successful.  
 Later, as she moved into the second semester and was, perhaps, more confident in what 
she was doing, having gone through two iterations, she was able to extend her audience. Instead 
of thinking just about her personal relationship with her project, she began to consider how her 
classmates might feel in relation to her work. Moreover, by the end of the year, Eleanor was 
submitting her work to publishers, sending it to prospective schools in anticipation of her move 
back to the States. She was refining her college portfolio, meaning that she was actively 
considering an increasingly abstract and unknown audience.  
In this way, her perceptions of meaningfulness seem to resonate with James Moffet’s 
ladder of abstraction (1968), wherein he argued that as the audience becomes more removed 
from the author, writing becomes inherently more complex. Using this line of reasoning, it 
stands to suggest that Eleanor’s work is shifting in complexity, which, in turn, shifts her 
understanding of what makes something meaningful. It is a reminder that what constitutes 
something as “meaningful” is hardly a fixed target. As we consider the development of the 
program, there might be good sense in having students define what makes something meaningful 
each quarter before project planning begins. This then becomes another benchmark or lens 
through which students and teachers can assess learning tasks.  
The final point to consider is how perceptions of meaningfulness might intersect with 
Eleanor’s identity as a Third Culture Kid (TCK), particularly in terms of abstract audiences. It 
might well be that as Eleanor becomes more comfortable with a new context, she feels better 
prepared to tailor her projects to these specific audiences. Still another reading might be that 
while it feels as though Eleanor’s audience is becoming more abstract geographically—
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admissions committees in the States—in some ways they are more familiar because of their 
function. Although she does not necessarily know the audience, she is grounded in the purpose 
of the writing and is intimately acquainted with the cultural tropes that surround it.  
Moreover, these audiences represent a particular kind of concreteness. Eleanor has spent 
the greater share of her formative years not knowing which country is next or how long she’ll be 
stationed in a particular location. The writing she was doing in fourth quarter, however, revolved 
around her move back to the States which was intended to be permanent. The school she was 
accepted to was likely going to be the school from which she graduated high school. Perhaps 
this, too, lent a greater sense of urgency to her work and ultimately resulted in an audience that 
felt less abstract than other elements of her Third Culture life.  
Eleanor’s Perceptions of Agency 
Out of all the responses to questions of agency and control, Eleanor seems to feel that she 
had the most control of all the interviewed participants. She writes: 
I feel like I have complete control over my learning in SLC. There is some 
required material, but I think that if there is something that you really wanted to 
learn, there would be some way to incorporate it into an awesome project.  
Again, it is important to reflect on Eleanor’s context. She came into the program with a love of 
writing and, as a singer and pianist, a vested interest in music. Because these were skills, she was 
readily able to translate these personal interests into a variety of projects. She continues on to 
elaborate on her feelings of control noting:  
I knew that I really wanted to write a song, as I love to sing. While I could have 
done this in my free time, I decided to incorporate it into a project that allowed 
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me to learn about connotative and denotative applications while I wrote it. This 
added another level of challenge, and I think it made the song more interesting. 
What strikes me as a powerful display of agency is not only is Eleanor able to design a project 
that reflects her personal interests but also she is able to create a recursive cycle that 
demonstrates transferences, wherein she leverages the school learning of connotative and 
denotative language to make her non-school writing richer. Moreover, it’s worth noting that 
while many students and teachers —myself included— consider the bevy of standards to be 
constraints, Eleanor conceptualizes them as challenges, a position that makes her interview 
responses unique. 
When she uses language like another level of challenge, school seems to take on to a 
competitive edge that I see in Eleanor when she’s on the soccer field. However, what is 
important is that she isn’t necessarily competing against her peers or a class rank but rather with 
the learning targets themselves. Perhaps this conceptualization of the environment also speaks to 
a sense of risk and pushes Eleanor to find increasingly unique ways to demonstrate her learning.  
Another interpretation might  be that in her day-to-day life, Eleanor has relatively little 
control. As the daughter of a diplomat, she lives in a compound and is only allowed to have 
particular guests at particular times. There are areas of Kuwait which she is not allowed to visit, 
per the State Department, and neither she nor her parents have express control over where they 
will be living or for how long. In many ways, Eleanor’s life as a Third Culture Kid is one that is 
subject to external forces. As such, it might be that the quotidian freedoms associated with 
school are amplified for Eleanor because so much of her life beyond school is regimented. 
 Still another point of distinction for Eleanor is that when asked to compare her 
experiences in SLC to those of previous years she stated that SLC: 
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was similar to my 8th grade learning in the sense that I had to use my creative 
instincts to produce a final product. However, it differed greatly too, as I had to 
come up and abide by my own due dates, made sure I got feedback to edit, and I 
also enjoyed working on it more than a structured project. 
Her observations speak to the idea that it was procedural elements of her learning process—due 
dates, seeking out conferences, designing her own structure— that gave her the greatest sense of 
agency and most clearly differentiated her work in SLC from that of previous years. This is 
significant in relation to her first semester’s rendering of meaningfulness, where she named 
effort and process as being the most fundamental elements of work that made her proud.  
The correlation might suggest an interesting link: perhaps these were the elements that 
felt most meaningful because they also were an avenue through which she could begin 
expressing her agency as a learner. Because Eleanor had to take charge or procedural elements 
like due dates, conferencing project proposals, these expressions of agency became elements of 
meaningfulness. Moreover, they were new, and—as discussed in relation to Rakesh and 
Carina— “new experiences” seems to be a compelling aspect of the program when it comes to 
perceived meaningfulness and, perhaps, by extension agency.  
Finally, it is interesting to consider the weight of new experiences in relation to this TCK 
demographic. It would be interesting to investigate if seeking new experiences is a value that is 
celebrated at home. If so, then it seems that these students, who have spent much of their lives 
immersed in new cultural experiences, might be primed to both recognize and celebrate the 
opportunity to discover.  
Eleanor’s Perception of Value beyond SLC  
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 Like Carina, when asked about skills that might transfer beyond SLC, Eleanor tends to 
focus on the mediums we used in class. Also like Carina, she uses the gerundive form listing out, 
“Photo editing, video editing, stop motion videos, making websites and more.” Again, this list 
feels somewhat generic in that it doesn’t reflect Eleanor’s love of music, architectural design, or 
competitive sports. While implications of these somewhat generic lists have already been 
explored in relation to Carina, their recurrence with Eleanor is important because it establishes 
what might be a pattern.  
One implication is that students see the mediums taught in class in a way that parallel’s 
Shanna’s description —wherein they are broad tools, applicable to any number of situations. 
This might explain why—when respondents speak of future contexts—it tends to be a fairly 
vague description. However, consider the literal manifestation of a tool such as a screwdriver. I 
believe it is valuable to have one in my toolbox and if asked why, I might rattle off a few 
different scenarios where it might come in handy. I suspect, however, that my answers might 
also lack nuance; I cannot know that I will need a screwdriver to loosen the gauge on my water 
heater until that moment arrives. This raises the question of is it possible for students to truly 
perceive skills that have transferable value without the advantage of hindsight. Moreover, 
because their geographic and cultural contexts are perpetually in flux, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to anticipate where, when, or how a particular skill will be used.  
 Another implication, which has already been discussed but bears reiterating, is that 
during the teaching of these medium lessons, I was more explicit in insisting that they would be 
valuable beyond SLC. As such, when Eleanor, Rakesh, and Carina point to these skills as having 
transferable value, I am left wondering if they have critically considered this notion, or rather, if 
they are just parroting back the language that I have taught them. It could be useful to do a 
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follow-up study with former SLC students to evaluate when and if they were able to put these 
medium lessons into use and if their initial sentiments still hold.  
Beyond these medium-rooted skills, Eleanor also names several social emotional aspects 
of SLC which she believes will transfer beyond the school, though she calls these “unsaid skills,” 
listing out “time management, peer cooperation and organization” and calling them “beneficial.” 
Interestingly, she sees two distinct purposes for these respective skills writing: 
I think the technological skills are important as technology is on the rise and will 
most likely be needed for the future. The unsaid skills I think are important as they 
teach students how to be independent individuals and are used often in the real 
world. 
This division is interesting, though I would argue it is more muddled than Eleanor has suggested. 
Certainly there is value in grappling with different forms of technology, yet it rapidly advances 
and changes. As such, the transcendent value of technology is not necessarily understanding a 
particular program, which will invariably shift and develop with time, but rather it is the 
willingness to engage with and more broadly consider the limitations and possibilities of 
technology that matters. As such, this line of reasoning—in which fortitude and imagination are 
paramount to any technical skill—resonates more fully with Eleanor’s list of “unsaid” skills, 
wherein she champions independence and being able to effectively manage herself and others. 
Moreover, in considering the development of these skills, Eleanor views them almost as a 
kind of inevitability and not one that is necessarily intrinsically linked to SLC. She states:  
I think I would have acquired some but not all of these skills in a traditional 
classroom. For example the technological skills that I acquired, I might have used 
some but definitely not all of them in a traditional classroom. Maybe I would have 
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used video editing to create a video, but creating a stop motion video is a skill I 
would have never considered learning in a traditional question. I think the 
unspoked skills that I learned I would have learned in a traditional classroom but 
it would have taken longer. For instance, the teacher might give you a due date 
for a project and you have to use your time management skills to make sure that 
the project is turned in on time. In SLC however, this is taken to the next level as 
you have to set your own due dates for multiple projects and then stick by them. 
Tacitly, Eleanor is raising an important point. If the educational model SLC follows does indeed 
have educational benefits, as she seems to suggest it does, it is important to remember that these 
learning benefits don’t necessarily need to be relegated to the SLC program. A traditional 
English teacher could employ StopMotion videos as simply as video editing; students can take 
more ownership of deadlines, though likely more scaffolding would be involved. As such, the 
implication seems to be that if we consider expanding elements of the program, teachers could be 
encouraged to bring in a wider range of mediums to their classrooms. Likewise, the school could 
push toward more student independence or peer-collaboration within the classroom by providing 
structures that would support stakeholders in this goal.  
Coding Eleanor’s Interview 
 Eleanor contributed widely to nearly all of our conceptual categories, which might be a 
reflection of her thoughtful disposition or her range of experience in different educational 
contexts through which to create parallels and points of contrast, or it might simply be that, as a 
youth-researcher, she had more time to consider the questions in that she helped draft them. 
However, out of all of her insights, the youth-researchers and I have chosen to concentrate on her 
contributions to the theme reflecting on  process/effort vs. results because her answers both 
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resonated with and departed from her peers. Although she, too, values process —as discussed 
above— she also places a greater emphasis on the final end product. Grades are, for better or for 
worse, a reality of life at ASK, and, as such, it is worth minding what the final end result might 
mean to participants, particularly in relation to process. 
↕                        ↕ 
Youth-researcher analysis: reflecting 
on process/effort vs. results. Traditional 
spaces tend to challenge the mental capability 
of students through assigning high volumes of 
bland work. This constant familiarity and 
persistence leads students to disregard their 
work and associate assignments with tiresome 
connotations. As such, giving students the 
opportunity to create their own process 
promotes an alternate learning environment, in 
which students can value their work through 
implemented effort.  
 Essentially, [in the standard 
curriculum] students take part in a recurring 
mindset of listen, memorize, forget. 
Assignments are considered “generic” and 
Teacher analysis: reflecting on 
process/effort vs. results. Although none of 
the lines of inquiry were directly concerned 
with process or products, reflecting on process 
and results became a kind of undercurrent in 
the coding process. In total, the youth-
researchers identified 23 times when this 
happened in the interviews, making it one of 
the largest conceptual categories. In particular, 
we found that process was oftentimes equated 
with effort— with the general sentiment being 
that the more effort a student invested in the 
development of a project, the more meaningful 
it ultimately became. Eleanor, however 
differed slightly, writing, “I think what makes 
a project meaningful is when you see the 
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repetitive, following one systematic ideal. 
However, in SLC, students encounter a 
personal attachment to their individual 
projects and efforts. Consequently, students 
often choose to engage in their work process 
with more rigour and personal attachment. 
Which in turn draws out the process and 
allows them to look at the various aspects and 
levels that go into the production of their 
work.  These subsequent levels of exertion 
allow students to value their results and 
possibly create pieces that exceed the 
expectation of the given standard.  
 Moreover, each student adopts a 
different approach when it comes to SLC; each 
student develops a process for themselves— 
one that is specifically designed to fit their 
work ethic and own way to think these through. 
Thus producing an array of results as well.  
           Certain students may value SLC’s 
process over its results, while others the 
opposite. Nevertheless, the majority of students 
opt for the unique rigour of interdisciplinary 
gradual process of creating it and eventually 
finishing it, and it being something that you 
can be proud of.”  
          What seems characteristic of Eleanor’s 
answers—which, broadly, differentiates her 
responses from all but one participant’s 
answers—is that she seems concerned with 
both effort and final product. For Eleanor, 
meaning is a product of both and is part of 
what drew her to the program. She writes, “I 
joined the Small Learning Community as I felt 
it would help me advance academically as well 
as put my mental strength to the test.” Here it 
is clear that she is considering the process, but 
her phrasing is reminiscent of a tournament 
where there are clear winners, of which it 
seems Eleanor is determined to be. This focus 
on advancement and overcoming a competition 
seems to again harken to a focus on the end 
result rather than the process for the sake of 
itself.  
          It is important to remember that even 
though the SLC seems progressive in many 
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learning and application, be it for the process, 
effort, results, or a combination of sorts. SLC 
introduces a supplemental measure of purpose 
in a student’s educational career, as it does not 
only prioritize academic development, it 
additionally enforces systems that “...put my 
mental strength to the test,” writes Eleanor, 
suggesting that it exploits students’ skills and 
strengths. With the amount of effort added to 
their projects, SLC students find more value in 
their results and can reflect at the end.  
 It is important to note that “results” 
are not limited to polished projects, and that 
they expand to the academic aspect of school 
as well. It is typically expected that because 
students create their own process instead of 
following a restricted system, they do not learn 
as much as they would in the regular 
classroom. However, SLC simply gives 
students a more extensive freedom with their 
education, creating space for growth and 
application. Carina contradicts the argument 
that suggests “SLC students don't learn as 
ways —more personalized instruction, 
competency-based evaluation, experiential 
learning— we have not shed the tropes of 
school. Eleanor acknowledges this when she 
writes, “There is some required material, but I 
think that if there is something that you really 
wanted to learn, there would be some way to 
incorporate it into an awesome project.”  
Eleanor’s language is interesting because it 
raises the question of what constitutes an 
awesome project. For Eleanor, she was able to 
bring in her love of music and writing, which 
from my vantage point makes it awesome. 
However, for many students, it seems 
anecdotally as though a project isn’t 
particularly good until it has been named as 
such by a teacher. Moreover, this external 
validation is often intimately associated with 
grades. 
          For instance, when students bring their 
work for the first round of conferencing, 
typically, they receive a C or a D on the 
rubric.  As most of the students in SLC are 
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much” as she states, “I can choose what I 
want to do but I can’t choose what I want to 
learn. I have to learn it all.” Carina therefore 
recognizes the validity of SLC’s process and 
that it does in fact induce results which appeal 
to scholarly expectations alongside student 
satisfaction. 
          Although SLC has captivated the 
adoration of many students, it requires a lot of 
self-learning, which some students struggle 
with. Nonetheless, as students reflect on their 
experiences in SLC, many of them recognize 
the direct influence it has on their contentment 
and motivation. For, they do not feel 
constricted or limited to a single set of 
possibilities. 
accustomed to getting A’s on nearly all of their 
assignments, this is often an emotional 
struggle, one that we try to quell insisting that 
a B means that they can do everything we 
would expect a 9th grade student to be able to 
do to show they are proficient with the 
standard in question. The SLC teaching-team 
regularly reminds students that if they could 
earn a B out of the gate, then we as teachers 
wouldn’t have much to do, and this leads us 
into a conversation on how to refine the 
project. These projects are then reworked, 
resubmitted, and reevaluated as many times as 
a student would like, which, in practice, means 
until they earn an A. As such, while we say 
that students are to rework a project until it is 
something about which they can be proud, in 
practice there is a strong correlation a high 
grade and a feeling of satisfaction. To this end, 
I have yet to have a student rework and 
resubmit a project on which s/he earned all 
A’s. Interestingly, none of the interview 
participants mentioned grades explicitly, 
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though this certainly was a tacit focus in class, 
and I frequently get asked by prospect SLC 
students, Is it really impossible to get an A?   
          In any case, this focus on revision —
whether it be for a grade, a better product, or 
fuller engagement with the process—means 
that students spend a great deal of time 
working with a single project. It also means 
that in conferencing, they are implicitly asked 
to reflect on their process by articulating what 
the goals of the project are, where the project 
was the last time it was submitted, and what 
changes have been made since then and how 
these changes better address the goals of the 
standards. As a result, reflecting on process is 
an inherent part of our SLC process, which 
perhaps explains why it was so present in the 
data. 
          In sum, Eleanor writes, “There are many 
projects that I felt were better than others, 
mostly because the end result of some projects 
were more polished or I generally put more 
effort into them, yielding better results.” In 
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doing so, she speaks to the balance that exists 
in SLC. Yielding better results feels like code 
for better grades, which feels as though it was 
often the engine of revision as opposed to an 
intrinsically motivating factor. While a grade 
does not necessarily negate the discussion of 
process, it does suggest that product cannot be 
divorced from process, at least within ASK’s 
particular context: both lend meaning to 





Meta-analysis of reflecting on process/effort vs. results. In looking at our respective 
analyses, the youth-researchers observe, “The teacher dives into a student’s incentive to create a 
project —for better grades— while students themselves neglected this main driver, in many 
cases.” The youth-researchers’ meta-analysis and gentle critique is correct. I have assumed that 
while students are clearly deeply engaged with the process of learning, they have done so largely 
in service of a grade. As a college preparatory school in Kuwait where students’ GPAs are 
printed in the newspaper and dictates what colleges they may attend as well as what major they 
can select, I have always regarded ASK as a grade-focused institution. However, the research 
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team’s analysis seems to suggest that it is not necessarily the students who are overly-focused on 
marks; rather, teachers, too, are complicit in this action.    
An alternative reading of the observation comes from the youth-researchers, who write:  
This may suggest that students already view grades as the implicit goal and 
attempted to focus on the process itself while the teacher tried to be in their 
students’ shoe to reflect on the effectiveness of project learning — in this case, 
with the focus on process rather than results. 
Again, they draw an important point, noting that it is difficult to understand the implications or 
unseen forces that may or may not be driving participant responses, meaning that much of work 
will be inherently subjective.  
They go on to state:  
Nevertheless, an obvious similarity between the two shows how both students and 
teachers agree that the shift towards process valuing increases the difficulty of 
academics. Instead of lecturing, memorizing, and utilizing content in a test, 
students are now asked to create something meaningful to them — which is a 
difficult task as many students are used to being told what to do, rather than 
setting up their own learning scheme. On top of that, the added rigor challenges a 
student’s independence even more. 
Here, the team seems to be raising an interesting point: the more complex the learning task, the 
more process-based reflection can be involved. Consider, for instance, a traditional spelling test. 
It is an on-demand task that isn’t necessarily particularly complicated in terms of cognitive 
demands in that it relies principally on memorization. As such, while a student might be able to 
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reflect on patterns of errors, the opportunity is fairly minimal. There can be no real discussion 
about whether or not a student was able to correctly write out the orally dictated word. 
In a student-generated learning task, however, the approach tends to be more muddled in 
that there aren’t ready-made instructions. Instead, students are asked to reflect not only on the 
final product but in how they intend to execute their vision. Cognitively, it demands high degrees 
of synthesis —because projects must be interdisciplinary and skills applied— as well as creative 
expression and evaluation. As we consider what it means to develop sophisticated learning tasks 
for students, one aspect to consider might be to what degree is there the potential for reflection. 
These understandings will be further explored with Jol, the next interview participant. 
Throughout her interview and also as our YPAR president, she raises questions about traditional 
markers of academic success, and some of the founding principles of SLC —culturally 
responsive pedagogy, personal interests, and the capacity to engage in far range transfer. Jol, in 
particular, seems to bridge the gap between traditional modes of learning, innovative projects 
that demand a high degree of social emotional maturity and personal reflexivity, and ultimately 
provide the opportunity for complex reflection. Thus, in many ways, Jol comes to embody the 
kind of learners we hoped to help mold in SLC.  
Jol 
Tall and slender with thin braids that fall to the middle of her back, Jol has a habit of 
standing out. By the 10th grade she was a member of the varsity volleyball team, had an 
impressive collection of medals for track and field, was a school executive for the National 
Science Honors Society, served as president for our YPAR team, was on the committee for 
TEDx-Youth, had been accepted into National Honors Society, stage managed and co-wrote two 
full-length school plays, and was one of only three student representatives at in a country-wide 
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Collective Impact Coalition (CIC) on education in Kuwait. Jol also balanced three honors 
courses with two Advanced Placement classes, for which she earned fives on her exams, while 
concurrently writing a novel in her spare time —just for good measure, I suppose.  
I can’t even read the list of her accomplishments in a single breath, let alone understand 
how she crams thirty-hours of living into a single day, and yet she seems to do so —propelled by 
some ineffable force that, to me, looks like the desire to be exceptional. And the truth is, Jol is 
exceptional, though not just in terms of her academic and extra-curricular performance: she is 
also exceptional in that she is the only Nigerian student at ASK.  
 From her hair to her skin to the jellof rice she eats for lunch, Jol is set apart from her 
peers, and it’s a distance she can sometimes feel. For instance, after a crush had rejected her, she 
wrote to me and said,  
I realized I wasn’t sad that he didn’t like me, it was more like I realized 
that only Africans ever have a crush on me and I really really hate it since 
everything I do is to prove where I grew up doesn’t determine who I am. 
And I feel the fact that no non-African person likes me just ruins all of that 
and destroys my self esteem. 
When I revisit her words, the bottom of my stomach drops out.  Parts of her message echo a 
familiar tune. It feels as though Jol is in conversation with virtually every teenager I have taught, 
so many of whom are beginning to grapple with what it means to want to be desired.   
The other aspect of her message, though, is one that I have no schema with which to 
frame it. I do not know what it means to be African; I do not know what it means to go to a 
school where my ancestral history isn’t celebrated; I do not know what it is to open a magazine 
or watch TV or a movie and not see someone who looks—at least passing—like me. In a school 
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that’s populated almost entirely by Arabs along with a few Asians and some mostly-white North 
Americans, being the only Nigerian cannot be an easy mantle to wear.  
I suspect outside of meme-culture that pokes fun at telemarketing scams run by 
supposed-Nigerian Princes, most students at ASK have never interacted with a Nigerian besides 
Jol, and they know little of the country’s rich history. As such, when Jol writes, Everything I do 
is to prove where I grew up doesn’t determine who I am, I wonder how much she is pushing 
against her culture and how much she is pushing back against the stereotypes that have been 
placed upon her by the lips of her peers and the absence of representation.    
Feeling rejected—perhaps, because of ethnicity—must be devastating in that it throws 
Jol’s feelings of exceptionalism, or what Edward Said might call otherness,  into greater relief. 
However, the rejection can also be explained away: It’s not that he doesn’t like Africans, it’s that 
he really values your friendship. At other times, though, this sidestepping is impossible because 
the racial undertones are as overt as they are odious.  
For instance, during a discussion in her 10th grade year on Post-Colonialism and Heart of 
Darkness, one student made a reference to how it was justified to lock up dangerous (read: 
Black) people in the same way that we lock up dangerous animals in zoos. Another used ethical 
consequentialism to talk about progress as justification for human rights violations.  
After class, my colleague reached out and said that Jol —usually an eager discussant— 
had said nothing and suggested I check in. When I asked how Jol was doing, she responded:  
I don’t know. It might’ve been Mumbarak’s reference to zoo animals which are separated 
and kept in cages. Or it could’ve been Lee’s comment about slavery being justified. This 




Again, it is important to remember that Jol is the only non-Arab student from Africa; she is the 
only Black body in the room; she is the only person from Nigeria, the birth place of the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade in the late 15th Century, and there she is listening to how slavery is 
justifiable if it leads to progress, how it is reasonable to lock bodies like hers into cages, as if 
they were less than human. Is it any wonder, then, that she writes,  I feel the fact that no non-
African person likes me just ruins all of that and destroys my self esteem?  
 I wish that I could end this description with something triumphant —that the boys in 
question recognized the violence in their language, that Jol got her crush, that we reworked the 
curriculum to talk about the Nok —an early Nigerian civilization that produced stunning bronze 
wear and had a warrior queen as its leader, while Europe was still in the Dark Ages, that Jol 
wasn’t quite so other. This is where life departs from fiction. However, if there is any triumph to 
be had, it is in Jol: the athlete, the scholar, the Nigerian, the activist, the writer, the young woman 
who is, indeed, exceptional. 
Jol’s Perceptions of Meaningfulness 
 For Jol, the work that she perceives as meaningful is closely connected to an active 
learning process. She writes,  
In my learning, I value when I can understand and then apply what I learn to 
activities I actually care about. I also value the learning experience. I’m not 
likely to retain information if the learning process wasn’t one that captivated 
me.  
In both capacities—the application and a captivating process—there is an element of Jol actively 
doing something with the information; either she is figuring out how she can use the information 
beyond school, or she is participating in the learning process. Her choice of language in this 
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latter respect is particularly interesting and speaks to an aesthetic element of learning, which sets 
her apart from her fellow participants.  
For instance, when it comes to perceived meaningfulness, Carina spoke of process as a 
mechanism for making memory; Eleanor of process that leads to a polished end-product; and 
Rakesh of new experiences. Jol’s response, however, feels almost reminiscent of Rosenblatt’s 
(1995) aesthetic response, which is intermingled with her learning experience. 
Jol writes: 
I think what makes a project meaningful is when you finally finish it, and you’re 
able to look back on the journey and say “Wow, this was hard work but it was 
fun.” In my opinion, when you struggle a little bit and get through it, it makes the 
ending so much more worth it.  
Like Carina and Eleanor, Jol has centered in on the process as she elaborates on what contributes 
to a meaningful project, yet there are noticeable differences. She seems less concerned with 
making memories with others or with creating a final product in and of itself. Rather, her 
response centers on the experience of learning, of struggling and problem solving. As she writes 
of struggle, it is as though she is describing Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, though, 
for Jol this place of learning is richly intertwined with her feeling-based emotional life.  
 When asked to name a project that felt particularly meaningful, Jol named the 
ethnography in which she compared and contrasted African American and Nigerian school 
experiences. Utilizing case studies, surveys, and as well as observational data, Jol produced a 48-
page research paper, which she ultimately submitted to several academic journals. Thinking 
about this project in relation to the criteria Jol outlined for meaningfulness, it is little wonder that 
this work felt particularly meaningful to her.  
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 In terms of application—one of the elements that for Jol contributes to meaningfulness—
it is important to consider Jol’s future ambitions as well as her Third Culture identity. When she 
grows up she hopes either to be a biologist or work in pediatrics. In either case, publishing 
articles will likely be a significant aspect of her professional life —a sentiment she expressed as 
she worked to make her ethnography publication ready. Perhaps one of the underlying reasons 
for why this particular project felt meaningful is that, for Jol, it represented a kind of test run of 
the kind of work she hopes to be doing in the future. Lave and Wenger (1991) might go one step 
further and say that this constitutes a moment where Jol is intentionally moving more centrally 
within the community of practice she hopes to enter.  
She also, too, is able to academically engage with her first culture, Nigeria, an element of 
herself that she seems to keep distanced from her life at school. Although this crosses too far into 
the realm of speculation, it’s worth wondering if Jol is able to transfer her prowess as a student at 
the American School of Kuwait —elements of her second culture— to explore this first culture 
among the company of her third culture peers. It is a reminder that while it is tempting to silo 
students into contextualized bins, no student is ever just one thing. Instead they and their identity 
positions are in conversation, forming as they are formed. What Jol has ultimately done is 
recognized this conversation and allowed herself as academic to speak to herself as Nigerian.  
 The other aspect of meaningfulness Jol listed was the captivating process, which I 
interpret as a kind of emotional resonance experienced during the learning process. In terms of 
her ethnography, this is certainly present. Consider, this was the first time Jol decided to 
explicitly bring her Nigerian identity into the classroom. It also, too, represented a series of 
challenges, which Jol had to learn to navigate independently. It is this feature which makes this 
project feel especially different from the work she had done before. She writes,  
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I think the difference in the creation process of this project compared to outside of 
SLC was how many problems there was to solve. Usually with assignments given 
by teachers, the projects are planned to make sure it works out. But with this 
project, from the planning to the executing, there were a lot of problems that I ran 
into and I had to face them myself.  
What is interesting about Jol’s commentary on her own work is that, like Eleanor, she is 
grappling with authentic risk of failure —one that is independent of time management, as might 
be the case with the two former participants.  
Jol is correct in her surmising when she suggests that when SLC teachers presented a 
problem or a task, there was always a way to solve it. As such, when students struggled, we were 
able to steer them toward a particular outcome. With Jol’s research project, however, neither I 
nor my co-teachers had any real expertise with the Nigerian education system, and I certainly did 
not have contacts there to help her find participants for her study. She was the default expert in 
the room. 
As a result, Jol had to work through these kinks herself, which also meant that she had to 
expand her community of learning beyond our classroom by reaching out to her parents, then an 
aunt, and eventually a professor from a university in Lagos. In some ways, this idea, too, 
resonates with Lave and Wenger (1991), suggesting that by moving more centrally within her 
field of research, Jol is gaining greater expertise as she becomes less peripherally involved with 
both Nigerian and academic culture. As she moves in this direction, she also becomes 
increasingly entangled within the field and, perhaps, is better able to understand her roles within 
these activity systems. These activity systems then help to keep Jol captivated in her research 
and learning process.  
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 Somewhat unsurprisingly, what Jol ultimately concluded is that there were problems with 
the Nigerian educational system —just as there are problems with all education systems— and 
that her capacity to change them was fairly nominal, a realization that is thrown into greater 
relief by the fact that although she is Nigerian, she is just as much an outsider. For some students 
this might be a frustrating conclusion—to encounter a situation that is so fraught, so complex, 
that there is little they can do to help—yet, for Jol, who sees meaning in struggle, perhaps, this 
realization suggests that there is also a great opportunity to do meaningful work. It lends even 
her research paper greater exigency as she explores how her intersecting I-positions can find a 
place within the high school classroom.  
Jol’s Perceptions of Agency 
Because Jol is not even simply a participant in but also a leader of the YPAR team—a 
framework that rests on youths taking meaningful actions within their communities—arguably 
she already has already developed a sense of personal agency. Moreover, she is able to bring this 
understanding into her school work, as shown in her ethnography project wherein she outlined 
specific, action-oriented steps stakeholders can take to improve the Nigerian education system. It 
is also worth noting that out of all the interview participants, she is the only one to explicitly 
provide the term agency, which in itself is suggestive of two understandings.  
The first is that Jol understands how the concept of agency relates to her work, so her 
mind is able to switch the interviewer’s word control for agency. The second is that —because 
Jol is one of the youth-researchers who helped construct these questions as they developed the 
lines of inquiry—the subject is of interest to her. This, in turn, implies that she has a conceptual 
understanding of the areas interview questions are attempting to plumb.  
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However—like Rakesh and Carina—Jol feels that while she does have a great deal of 
freedom through which she can express her sense of personal agency, the constraints placed on 
the program also infringe on her capacity to have total control over her education. In particular, 
her words resonate with Carina when she writes:  
In SLC, I almost feel like I have complete control over my learning. I get the 
chance to make projects that channel my passions therefore making me want to 
work that much harder on the project itself. Though at times my unbound 
imagination ends up getting reigned back in through the content standards. 
Like Jol, Carina also raised concern over the sheer volume of required standards and felt 
significantly constrained because of them, which resulted in a perception of less control. 
Although, I agree with both Jol and Carina that the standards themselves can become 
cumbersome to the point they are no longer useful, they do serve a pragmatic function by 
providing students a direction in which to develop their projects. However, as the girls suggest, 
they are asked to uncover so many different standards that some of their more ambitious ideas 
have to be set aside, most often because the amount of time it would take to execute them is 
incongruous with the number of standards the project would accomplish.  
There are at least three solutions that might help mitigate this tension. The first would be 
reducing the number of standards with which students are expected to work, though this will set 
them apart from their non SLC-peers, which goes against the wishes of the administration. The 
second might be to reframe the standards themselves so that they aren’t necessarily presented as 
an item on a to-do list but rather are posed as points of inquiry.  
For instance, instead of insisting that students will be able to know the hierarchical 
relationship between cells, tissues, organs, and organ systems, it might be more useful to ask 
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students, Which organ system makes us the most “human?” The underlying assumption here is 
that by asking students to explore questions, there might feel like more space for intellectual play 
so that students can —in the words of Jol—let their unbound imagination roam. The third, and 
perhaps most realistic solution would be to have the SLC teachers nest standards, such that if 
students accomplish one of the broader, more complex standards, which are nearly always 
supported by a series of other curricular standards, this grade is assigned to these small pieces by 
default. Ultimately, the hope would be that students have fewer pieces with which to work, 
meaning that they can produce fewer, more developed projects.  
 Jol had a knack for both creating highly involved projects that also incorporated many 
standards. One of the ways she was able to do this was by working in fairly large groups, in 
which she took on leadership roles, which feel like an extension of her agency. The trouble, 
though, is that sometimes the dynamics of this group lent themselves more to delegation that true 
collaboration. I also suspect, too, that because Jol was usually the de facto project-lead, she also 
took more of a central role in learning and I suspect probably retained more.  
For instance, she writes:  
A time in SLC when I’ve seen my control over my education play out was when I 
did a video project based on, at the time, my favorite TV show. I used the show’s 
historical fiction elements to create a video where I was able to compare and 
contrast what happened throughout the series to what actually happened in 
history. Doing this project gave me this sense of agency that I’ll never forget.  
What strikes me as interesting about Jol’s observations is that although she uses language like I, 
me, and my, she was working with five other people. I do not meant to suggest that she is taking 
undue credit for the work because, in truth, she took on the lion’s share of the project: she 
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developed the idea around her favorite show; she did a majority of the research; she did much of 
the narration for the video, and she also helped to edit. What this might suggest is that Jol felt a 
degree of ownership over the project, which, perhaps, is linked to a personal sense of agency.  
 For instance, even though it may not have been a particularly collaborative project, it is a 
clear demonstration of Jol’s capacity to lead, organize people, and actualize her ideas. She 
outlined a series of goals for her peers, and she was able to intentionally participate in actions 
that led to particular ends, all of which served this goal and speak to the existence of agency, 
though not necessarily the awareness of it. Further, it would be interesting to approach some of 
her group mates and inquire whether or not they felt they, too, had agency, or if they felt that 
ultimately, Jol, had control of the situation.  
 In any case, it is this perception of her own control that most clearly differentiates Jol’s 
learning experiences in SLC from those in other classes. When reflecting on the ways in which 
her video project mirrored other experiences in school she wrote:  
I believe this experience is very different from any experience in 8th grade. I’ve 
never felt that I could choose how I learn in any grade, not just 8th. There’s a 
curriculum and you follow that curriculum along with the standard way of 
teaching. This experience, having the opportunity to choose how I wanted to learn 
the history of my ancestors, is one that can never be matched to any experience in 
8th grade.  
What Jol ultimately makes me wonder with her observations is what do we, as teachers, mean 
when we say curriculum. Is it the content or the standards, a blending of the two, a scripted 
lesson handed to new teachers? If there is the distinction, where is it drawn?  
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The implications of such a discussion then invariably leads to speculation about how 
much freedom students in non-SLCs can have in relation to the curriculum. It goes without 
saying that students should have the opportunity to learn the history of [their] ancestors and also 
find ways to marry their school-based analytical skills with their personal interests. Even within 
the regular classroom, it seems as though scripted curriculums could be amended such that 
students have some degree of choice.  
Jol’s Perceptions of Value Beyond SLC 
 When Jol discusses the skills and content she believes will transfer beyond SLC, she 
categorizes them into essentially to strands, writing:  
I think some specific skills that I learnt in SLC that will be helpful outside of SLC 
is: video making, stop motion videos, some study strategies, and making websites. 
Of course there were the skills that were also inexplicably taught such as group 
cooperation, problem solving, time management, and leadership.  
The first list of skills Jol names—with the exception of study strategies—are, once again, 
explicit lessons from our medium instruction days. However, many of what she calls 
inexplicably taught skills are elements that speak directly to the leadership roles she took 
on within the classroom.  As someone who functioned as the project nexus, the onus was 
on her to establish structures that fostered cooperation and time management, which by 
default, put her in a leadership position. Moreover, because she assumed this role, when a 
project hit a glitch, she often served as an envoy to teachers, seeking out help for the 
group when she couldn’t solve the problem herself.  
 Certainly, it was incredible to see Jol move more fully into a role of classroom 
leader. However, it does raise the question of how other students might be afforded this 
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same opportunity, even with the position doesn’t feel quite as natural as it seems to for 
Jol, a young woman, who even in middle school was keen to take on similar positions. 
One potential option would be to ask students to opt to work in groups to assign a 
rotating project lead and more clearly articulate some of the actions students like Jol 
simply intuit. The selected student would then be in charge of creating timetables, 
accountability check-ins, and scheduling conferences with teachers.  
While such a structure does have the potential to allow more students to step into 
a more central role within group projects, there is also the very real fact that, already, 
many SLC students feel overburdened, and for those students to whom these skills come 
less naturally, it might simply create additional pressure that hampers growth in terms of 
the assessed skills and content. The other question it raises is whether or not all students 
need to be taught leadership skills, an observation which feels almost heretical given the 
broader conversations that seem almost omnipresent in schools. It seems equally 
important to produce strong —and critically thinking—followers or else the larger system 
falls apart.  
What is interesting, however, when Jol goes on to discuss what makes these skills 
valuable, she raises the question of context, writing:  
I think what makes the purposely taught skills valuable is the fact that you 
wouldn’t normally learn these skills. And even if you did, it would likely be in a 
multimedia class where that skill is never applied anywhere else. I think the 
flexibility of these skills make it so valuable. And the other mentioned skills will 
always be valuable in the real world. Any school can produce a scholar, it special 
schools to make good people.  
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Because she points to a multimedia class as a context where she might learn these same 
skills, it seems reasonable to assume that she is speaking about the technology-centered 
mediums —website design, video editing, and stop-motion videos. What is striking about 
her response, though, is that the value of these skills isn’t necessarily inherent in and of 
themselves. Rather, it is her developing capacity to see where else they can be applied 
and a certain degree of flexible thinking within school.  
In terms of social-emotional skills, she makes a broad reference to life in the real 
world, which is curious in its ambiguity. It is unclear if she means the real world outside 
of room G112, where she organizes YPAR meetings, or if the real world is at home when 
she spends her time helping her siblings with their homework or if the real world is 
beyond formal school, rooted in her vision of being a biologist. Without question all three 
of the contexts demand that Jol employ her leadership skills, though it is interesting that 
she is somewhat vague in her discussion.  
An additional point of interest is her final line, which reads almost like a mission 
statement, Any school can produce a scholar, it special schools to make good people. If 
there is a causal relationship to be found, Jol seems to be suggesting that flexible thinking 
and application of skills that complements her aforementioned social-emotional skills are 
foundational in developing good people. I understand that the mention of words such as 
good engenders an almost nightmarishly complex discussion of ethics and ontology that 
stems back to Platonic Dialogues, that, though interesting, is too tangential for this study. 
However, the implication of Jol’s phrasing does raise a salient point.  
If, like she and her peers have suggested, one of the tacit purposes of SLC is 
rooted in the development of character —meaning curious, cooperative, capable leaders, 
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who are paying attention to the contexts beyond school—then perhaps the framing of the 
questions we ask students needs to shift. Rather than ask students to write out where they 
believe they will be able to apply a skill beyond school, which usually carries 
implications of their imagined professional lives, perhaps there is more sense in asking 
students how they believe knowing this school will make the world a better place. Not 
only would such an approach ask students to consider the ethical implications of their 
actions but also, too, frames them as agents of change, capable of making their 
communities better.  
Arguably, this is a principle that should be cultivated in all youths. However, it 
feels particularly important in this Third Culture space. Jol may well be in the position to 
go back to Nigeria and make meaningful change; Eleanor may go out into the world as a 
diplomat; Carina might invent a new labor-saving device while she studies in Canada; 
Rakesh might begin making documentaries that draw international attention to the 
humanitarian crisis of the Bidoon people. It is important to remember that these are 
students who will likely grow up into places of global prominence. As such, it feels 
increasingly important to ensure that as they begin to shift into these roles that they are 
able to do so with the soft skills and compassionate dispositions to make them good 
people. 
Coding Jol’s Interview 
 Although there were certain elements of the coding process that were surprising, such as 
the focus on social-emotional learning, others were less so in that they were either reflective of 
the stated aims of the SLC or because they coincide with the course evaluation questions. 
However, in considering the data, it is also important to consider what is not present. For 
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instance, if I had been asked for one of the fundamental benefits of a model like SLC, I would 
have said that it presents an opportunity for students to ally their personal interests with the 
expectations of school. Yet, in looking at the course evaluations, there were only eight instances 
where participants discussed having the opportunity to demonstrate their personal interests, 
suggesting that this area is a notable point of growth for the program.   
 Without question, Jol contributed richly to all six of the research team’s themes, yet the 
youth-researchers and I have decided to look more critically at her responses that center around 
the idea of Demonstrating Personal Interest for two principle reasons. First, despite feeling that 
“at times [her] unbound imagination ends up getting reigned back in,” she did produce several 
projects that spoke to her personal interests. Second—with possibly one exception—out of all the 
SLC students, Jol seemed the most certain of  what her future would look like. She knows where 
she would like to go to college, how she plans to pay for it, what she would like to study, and 
ultimately the field in which she would like to work. Having such a clear anticipated trajectory 
suggests that it might be possible for Jol to align her classwork with these visions. Clearly, she 
has a strong idea of what her personal interests are, so in theory, it should be easier to bring these 
elements into the classroom, which makes it all the more curious why her interview did not seem 
to reflect this element as strongly as it might have. 
↕                        ↕ 
          Youth-researcher analysis: 
demonstrating personal interest. Across six 
interviews, almost all of the participants 
          Teacher analysis: demonstrating 
personal interest. When Jol writes, “In my 
learning, I value when I can understand and 
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mentioned personal interest. However, the 
interview it seemed to be most important in 
was Jol’s. When looking at personal interest in 
the classroom, Jol can be a clear example of 
this in SLC. Avidly active in her own learning, 
she finds ways to factor in her personal 
interests with the curriculum and her learning. 
“A time in SLC when I’ve seen my control over 
my education play out was when I did a video 
project based on, at the time, my favorite TV 
show. I used the show’s historical fiction 
elements to create a video where I was able to 
compare and contrast what happened 
throughout the series to what actually 
happened in history. Doing this project gave 
me this sense of agency that I’ll never forget.” 
This project, like many others she completed, 
gave her a sense of agency, as she says.  
This agency can be drawn from the fact that 
she chose topics for her projects that she had 
an interest in- such as her favorite TV show, or 
the school system in Nigeria, where she is 
from. This choice in what she studies and how 
then apply what I learn to activities I actually 
care about,” suggesting that for her, personal 
interest isn’t just tied to meaningfulness —it is 
an essential part. Moreover, she goes on to 
say,  “I also value the learning experience. I’m 
not likely to retain information if the learning 
process wasn’t one that captivated me,” 
suggesting that when a project does align with 
her personal interests, she is —perhaps— more 
able to enjoy the aesthetic (Rosenblatt 
1938/1995) experiences of her learning 
process.  
          However, the awareness of how she 
could marry personal interests with school 
standards seemed to be one which she 
developed over time. For instance during 
quarter one, Jol listed the three projects that 
left her feeling most proud as (1) I, Too 
Literary Analysis, (2) her short story,  “Ruin 
To Glory” (3) and her Ancient Egypt 
document-based question (DBQ) essay. While 
race is certainly involved in her first two 
projects, when Jol writes about it, there is a 
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she learns, illustrates how Jol is showing 
personal interest within her projects. Taking 
the horse by the reins through personal 
interest, Jol makes her project more 
meaningful. Many of the projects that Jol 
created gave her a sense of pride in her work. 
She remarked that she felt her projects created 
in SLC were more meaningful than others. “I 
think that’s because, as I said earlier, I went 
through so much and had to put so much effort 
in that at the end I could just really look at my 
work in satisfaction.” This satisfaction, or 
pride in her work, makes all the time and effort 
she had put into her project worth it. 
Researching a topic that she is inspired by 
creates a larger interest in her learning, a 
concept that could be seen throughout the SLC 
classroom.  
          Not only does demonstrating personal 
interest create a larger interest in students’ 
learning, it also contributes to students taking 
control of their own learning. As Jol noted, 
“[With these projects], from the planning to 
noticeable distance. In the first project, she is 
writing about Langston Hughes’ experience 
with race; in the second, she is writing about 
an African American girl at an all-white school 
in the 1950’s. Although the projects are  strong 
in and of themselves, they seem to only 
tangentially speak to Jol’s experiences or 
personal interests. Further, the third project on 
her ranking —her essay—seems to be on the 
list mostly because she did well. She writes, 
“My Ancient Egypt DBQ was a miracle. 
History has never been my strong suit and this 
resulted in me coming to this test suited with 
worry and despair. [...] Though I originally 
thought I would have trouble supporting my 
claims, it turns out I didn’t do too bad.” While 
it makes sense that the external validation 
might lend itself to a feeling of pride, it is 
interesting that the project ranks so high on her 
list. Given that there is little personal 
connection to the subject, which Jol explicitly 
links to the meaningfulness of her work,  it 
seems surprising that a generic diagnostic test 
214 
 
the executing, there were a lot of problems that 
I ran into and I had to face them myself.” 
Personal interest allowed Jol to stay interested 
in the project, and put in the effort to overcome 
problems that she faced while making her 
project. By solving her own problems, Jol 
illustrated how personal interest can be 
exceedingly important to students taking 




would feature so prominently in her reflection.  
          It isn’t until the very end of quarter II 
that there begins to be more of Jol in her 
projects. She ranks her DNA project, a 
research project over motivation, and an 
analysis of a TED Talk video as her top 
projects, all of which seem to be more 
reflective of her personality. To begin with, she 
envisions herself working either as a biologist 
or a doctor, and her DNA project resonates 
with notion. Her motivation project was a 
formal scientific investigation wherein the 
underlying question she seemed to be  asking 
was where her personal sense of motivation 
seemed to spring. However, it was her 
reflection on the TED Talk that seemed 
particularly interesting. Jol observed:  
There’s nothing, really, to be proud of 
in this analysis. It was like any other 
analysis. I went through TED, found a 
video, and wrote an essay about it. 
What is there to be proud of? Nothing. 
Except the fact that I slowly began to 
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accept my culture. Normally as a 
student, I try my absolute best to reject 
my culture as everyone else does. But 
when I went through and analyzed a 
TED talk by a black person, nevermind 
the fact that they weren’t African, I felt 
like I had accepted a piece of who I am. 
In my opinion, that’s something to be 
proud of.  
It is interesting to see the beginning of a turn in 
terms of her attitude toward her own culture, a 
facet which truly came to fruition in the final 
quarter wherein Jol spent an entire quarter 
examining what it meant to be Nigerian, 
relying on an analysis of phenotypes, school 
systems, interviews, and ultimately more 
literary reviews of work made by Nigerian 
authors.  
          As such, in looking across Jol’s quarterly 
reflections, project rankings, it seems as 
though with more time, she is more eager to 
explore cultural aspects of herself through the 
work she produces for class. However, this is a 
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singular dimension of personal interest. Her 
work also becomes increasingly more rooted in 
biology and the scientific method or, as in the 
case, of her volleyball research project and 
video evaluating the historical accuracy of the 
show Reign, reflects her interests outside of 





Meta-analysis of valuing demonstrating personal interest. In comparing the youth-
researchers’ and the teacher analysis for this thematic category, there is greater divergence in 
understandings. The youth researchers describe these difference: 
What’s interesting in the differences between the two analyses is that the teacher 
noticed how SLC students can be often restrained by the confinements of all the 
standards given, while students seemed to focus more on the applications — or 
the given opportunity — of the new way of learning — in which students get the 
relative freedom of choosing how they wish to conduct their learning. [...] Both 
students and teachers reach a consensus that SLC definitely leads to the 
assimilation of one’s interests and academic demands, just to what extent [is a 
matter of perspective]. 
They go on to theorize about these differences in understandings, stating:  
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In this scenario, it is more likely for the teacher to have a general assumption on 
how things work from observing multiple students, therefore either assuming the 
reality of things, or taking multiple student’s work into account. On the other 
hand, the YPAR student’s analysis might be affected by personal experience, 
which varies for each person, therefore they are more likely to have a biased 
opinion. Considering that each student has different interests (some more unique 
than others), some people might find it easy to mix their hobbies with their school 
work, while others have a harder time. 
In their observations, the youth-researchers have hit on an important point, the role 
perception plays in data analysis. First, they are correct in that, although I am writing 
about Jol, there can be little doubt that my experiences with the other nineteen students in 
the room are informing my observations. I also, too, am limited in my understanding of 
the rich interior lives these students lead.  
 For instance, when I look at Jol’s short story from quarter I, I am quick to dismiss 
it as not a particularly strong representation of her personal interests. What I cannot 
know, though, is that perhaps in her private thoughts, she mulls over what it would mean 
to be a writer; perhaps the dialogue she uses are bits of lines she’s lifted from everyday 
life, or perhaps she is writing the piece as a kind of allegorical representation of an 
experience she had when she was living in Canada. I cannot possibly know all the ways 
in which a student might be personally invested in a project, and as such, it is limited to 
categorize projects as not demonstrating personal interest because I am offered such a 
limited window into what their personal interests might be.  
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 Likewise, just as my reading of the data is guided by my personal experiences, so 
too, are the readings conducted by the youth-researchers. It might well be that when they 
look at how an interview participant is describing their projects, their judgment may be 
informed by their own experiences in SLC, wherein the connections to personal interests 
are less explicit, though no less present. However, their perspectives are also somewhat 
limited in that they are exposed to a narrow range of work. They might be familiar with 
their own projects, possibly their friends, but they cannot be as aware of what all of their 
classmates are doing.  
 As such, it is interesting that a teacher’s perspective yielded the results that 
students struggle to incorporate their personal interests into their work, whereas the 
youth-researchers and SLC participants found just the opposite. This understanding 
points, first, to the value of having participants with multiple points of view measure the 
data because it prevents understandings from being reified into a singular body. Second, 
it also speaks to the idea that no matter how rich or complex the raw data is, there will 
always remain certain aspects that remain unknown. What we have here is one 
representation of a perspective, which is reflected and refracted through the telling, the 
hearing, and the representation thereof.  
Emerging Understandings 
 As should be apparent, the understandings the research team and I are crafting are at best 
tentative and remain largely contingent both on whose interview we are examining as well as 
who is doing the actual analysis—the youth researchers or me. Throughout our process, the 
youth-researchers and I often pointed to different patterns in the data, which, perhaps, points to 
the ways our respective identity-positions inform the way we craft meaning.  
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 Part of working within a constructivist framework means acknowledging that there are 
inherent limitations to the implication of any investigation. Meaning is made by particular 
individuals in particular contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) for particular purposes (Lincoln, 
1990). In terms of this study, the values of our, “interpretivist knowledge” (Greene 2010) is 
virtually at the forefront.  
The study was conducted by members of the Small Learning Community, who attend 
ASK, with the express purpose of creating a report for our school’s advisory board that 
advocates for the SLC program under the guise of objectivity. We want to argue that the SLC 
fosters at least six perceived learning benefits for students, as reflected by our six conceptual 
codes. At the same time, however, we certainly don’t want to engage in a conversation wherein 
we admit that there is something absurd about the neatness of “six perceived learning benefits.”  
Yet, this impulse speaks to the rhetorical nature of our situation. The primary audience of 
our report was an administrator who had deep reservations about the rigor of the program.  The 
exigency is the need to produce undeniable proof that students benefit from being in the 
program, and our constraint is the environment in which we are operating, which necessitates 
“prescriptions and proscriptions controlling what can be said, or how it can be said, in a given 
situation.” (Grant-Davie, 1997, p. 111).  
The problem, though, is that this rhetorical situation does not necessarily lend itself to 
research. It would mean we are working with a foregone conclusion, which neither fosters 
genuine inquiry nor allows for discursive wondering. As such, rather than continue to pay 
attention to the research question whose answer is tidy, in the next chapter I am going to 
contextualize the data implications within the conceptual frameworks that first drove it into 
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being: communities of practice, transference, and the politics of teaching and researching within 
the international community at an American school.  
However, in thinking about the six theoretical codes the YPAR team constructed, they 
raise serious points of consideration for the pedagogy of the SLC. First, it seems that some 
of  the more meaningful learning experiences students have had are rooted in social-emotional 
learning, such as the ability to effectively manage time or to independently pursue the answer to 
a problem. Second, there is a high value within the SLC on new experiences as well as on the 
process of learning, though this is not to say that the final product is inconsequential when it 
comes to perceived meaningfulness. Finally, while one of the purposes of SLC was to provide an 
avenue through which personal interest could take a more central role in the classroom, it 
appears as though this is less present in the data. Each of these ideas is owed greater 
consideration in terms of their respective impact on the praxis and pedagogy of the SLC, which 




CONUNDRUMS, CONSTRUCTIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 
Once I had a professor who told me that the etymology of stupid, student, and study is 
Indo European, derived from steu: to be hit by a stick—stunned, as it were. Whether or not this is 
the case is somewhat inconsequential because, here in the heuristic denouement, I find myself 
feeling just that: stunned and mostly just bit a stupid as I drift in and out of a moment of doubt 
regarding this study with and of these students.  
I am doubtful of whether or not I have appropriately employed the principles of grounded 
theory, having, perhaps, too neatly circled back to ideas that already existed to begin with. I am 
doubtful of whether or not I am or have ever been operating within a social constructivist 
framework or merely posturing as such, and—as long as we’re being honest—I am doubtful of 
whether or not the last two hundred pages have even constituted a pedagogical investigation, 
with investigation coming from the Latin investigationem, meaning “a searching for.” Can you 
search for something that has never been missing?  
From the outset of this study I was fairly confident what I would find: (1) students are 
able to have meaningful learning experiences when they are able to invest themselves into their 
school work; (2) that when you tell students they have agency in their education, they tend to 
believe you; (3) that when you insist that students find interdisciplinary connections in their 
learning, they do. These pedagogical beliefs have long been part of my praxis and are rooted 
largely in  anecdotal evidence rather than anything systematic or particularly well 
formed.  Moreover, I suspect they will remain as such, independent of whatever findings or of 





At the same time, I do not mean to imply that nothing new was learned in this winding 
process; indeed just the opposite. However, in the end, most of my understandings have little to 
do with these initial beliefs that later came to be framed as a research question—What are, if any, 
the perceived learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? Nor does the 
learning necessarily center chiefly on the lines of inquiry —meaningfulness, agency, and 
transference— through which this question was investigated. Rather, most of my understandings 
are drawn from the process of researching itself.  
Dreaming wildly about what education might be and getting to systematically and 
intentionally examine these choices has radically transformed my praxis. Working with youths to 
decide on these choices, all the more so. Further, as has now been mentioned almost ad nauseum, 
the research on international education suffers from a dearth of key voices —students, teachers, 
people of color— stakeholders who often inhabit these learning spaces. In this way, too, this 
study is meant to represent the tiniest of granular moves toward including those whose lives are 
most affected by the research in question. In this last respect, the research process has been about 
what it feels like to publicly stake a claim and say, this matters; these voices matter.  
What follows is a telescopic discussion of the understandings and implications of SLC as 
they leave and reverberate off each other, creating surprises in unassuming spaces. The 
discussion begins with more personal implications on what I learned from the program in 
relation to meaningfulness, agency, and transference within the context of an American school in 
an international school community. Then, the discussion broadens to what teachers might be able 
to take away in terms of how we change and refine our practice and the wider field of 
international education.  
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Framework for the Study 
As discussed in chapter three, the Small Learning Community (SLC) started with a seed 
of an investigation in 2015 when four of my former students and I decided to investigate to what 
degree our international school was culturally responsive and what that might mean in terms of 
praxis and pedagogy. After finding the curriculum lacking in this regard, these four youth-
researchers and I began to wonder what else school might look like, a process that ultimately 
gave rise to a student-choice centered, project-based English class. This course became the first 
iteration of the SLC, and we went in on to propose and develop the interdisciplinary, student-
choice centered, project-based program that SLC became in 2018.  
 Joined by a new host of a dozen or so youth-researchers —all of whom were enrolled in 
SLC— the Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) team and I conducted a critical 
review of the first year (2018-2019) of the program, which is the central subject of this 
dissertation.  Rooting our investigation in the research question, What are, if any, the perceived 
learning benefits for students in the Small Learning Community? the youth-researchers and I 
identified three lines of inquiry centered on notions of meaningfulness, agency, and transference, 
which stemmed from the SLC student-generated program mission statements. These lines of 
inquiry were then used as the foundation for seventeen open-ended interview questions, which 
took the place of my traditional end-of-year course evaluation during June 2018. All eighteen 
SLC students were invited to participate, and, in the end, the youth-researchers interviewed and 
worked with data from six participants, which constituted a range of students reflective of the 
wider SLC population.  
 We used a constructivist-oriented grounded theory to make meaning from the data, and 
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the YPAR team developed six recurring themes that extended beyond our initial lines of 
inquiry.  These included: 
• Valuing active/experiential learning 
• Choosing to try new things 
• Reflecting on  process/effort vs. results 
•  Demonstrating personal interest 
• Prizing Social-Emotional Learning 
• Considering Application of Learning 
At this juncture the YPAR team and I started working more independently of each other. 
Whereas I used case studies to approach the data in terms of our initial lines of inquiry, the 
youth-researchers stayed more focused on the themes we had created via grounded theory. 
However, our analysis merged again when we selected one student to explicate each constructed 
theme and then critically examined each other’s analysis to identify potential gaps in our 
respective perspectives. We then postulated as to why this might be and then developed a list of 
pedagogical recommendations for learning in spaces like the SLC program, which inform the 
subsequent implications and understandings.  
Understandings and Implications for a Teacher’s Practice 
 As discussed, one of the most important aspects of this investigation are pedagogical 
understandings that are not necessarily limited to the Small Learning Community at the 
American School of Kuwait. Consequently, this section remains narrowly focused on my 
personal pedagogy, though, none of the implications are so niche that they couldn’t be explored 
by other classroom teachers seeking to develop classrooms that are more culturally responsive 
for Third Culture students. Chief among the points of focus are budding thoughts surrounding 
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what it means to help students create meaningful work, how to support students in developing 
their perceptions of agency, and what it might mean to create structures that enhance students’ 
capacities to transfer knowledge between domains of learning and to do so within the context of 
an international school. I also, too, bring in some of the themes established by the YPAR team 
and discuss their implications for my curricular design and classroom management as I think 
about what a classroom should look like when it is filled with Third Culture Kids at a school that 
is as international as it is American.  
Creating Meaningful Work in the Classroom 
In thinking about what it might mean to create an environment where students believe 
they are having meaningful learning experiences, the first understanding to come from the 
research process is somewhat obvious —there is no singular understanding of meaningfulness. 
For Carina, perceptions of meaningfulness were tied to social contexts and the development of 
memories; for Jol, it was tied to application; for Rakesh it was tied to process and the 
development of new skills. In fact, each of the four case study participants seemed to center their 
responses on a different understanding of what it meant for a project to feel meaningful.  
Of particular interest was Eleanor’s response, however, which suggests that, at least for 
her, perceptions of meaningfulness also shift overtime, suggesting that just as these 
understandings are not the same among students, they are not necessarily even consistent within 
an individual person. For instance, at the start of the year, Eleanor’s understandings of 
meaningfulness seemed to be informed largely by how she personally felt about her finished 
product. Either she was proud that she had completed an ambitious goal, or she wasn’t —a view 
that feels deeply personal. Throughout the year, however, Eleanor started to weigh the opinions 
226 
 
of her peers, teachers, and ultimately anonymous audiences, as she submitted her work to 
publishers and various boarding schools.  
As I consider the implications of this work and how it might impact my future classroom 
practice three aspects feel provisionally sound. (1) Students need to articulate and periodically 
review what it might mean for something to feel meaningful to them. (2) There need to be 
structures beyond grades that reinforce notions of meaningfulness. (3) Students need to be put 
into situations where they can grapple with authentic risk of failure. Moreover, students should 
be asked to consider the contexts in which they are operating and how their classroom learning 
might impact these communities. Doing so invites students to consider some of the intersections 
among the cultures they have experienced as international learners.  
In terms of this first understanding—which is equally informed by Carina as Eleanor—
raises the question of how to position students such that they are more clearly the adjudicators of 
their own work. One thought might be that instead of immediately assigning grades, students are 
simply given feedback and are asked guiding questions about the work they are producing and 
are ultimately tasked with choosing when to share it with a community beyond the classroom, 
which again creates an opening for students’ to consider their cultural contexts. 
In my current practice the idea of an audience comes after students have completed a 
majority of their work. However, asking students to mind this particular aspect underscores the 
complexity of this process. First, students must identify a community that is at least in some 
ways relevant to their lives. Second, they must research this group to understand the kinds of 
work that are happening in the community. Next, there is the stage of producing work that 




Not only would this process be an example of young learners moving more centrally 
within their chosen fields but also it carries with it the risk of the work being rejected. If, 
however, it is accepted into a particular community —even if that simply means being enjoyed 
by fellow novices—the undertone is that there is meaning inherent to the work itself. The work 
does something beyond simply score points on a rubric, which speaks to the understandings that 
if work is to feel meaningful, there need to be structures that reinforce this element and there 
need to be actual stakes. Moreover, if the work has meaning in and of itself then it is more 
applicable to a broad range of contexts, cultural and otherwise. 
Systemic pedagogical shifts. It is also important to note in terms of students’ capacities 
to produce work that they perceive not only as personally meaningful but also meaningful to a 
wider community of practice, there must be a shift in terms of expectations in programs like the 
SLC. Simply put, it is not reasonable to assume that these students —sharp as they may be— can 
independently navigate 192, often complicated, learning standards in 174 school days in addition 
to taking the same summative benchmark exams as their peers. As an institution, ASK needs to 
embrace the idea that being American in terms of curriculum doesn’t mean checking down an 
endless list. It is just as valid to do fewer items and do them well.  
In an ideal world, this list of standards could be prioritized so that students  are able to go 
deeper with their projects. For instance, both Carina and Jol lamented having to temper their 
ideas  out of fear that either they would not have enough time or would not complete enough 
standards to justify the projects that they most wanted to do. Although this is a reality of our 
school, it is not one that feels particularly wise. I remain doubtful that any ASK students are fully 




If it does remain absolutely necessary that all students work through all standards, then 
there are two plausible solutions to lightening students’ standard load. The first would be to have 
students propose projects and conference with teachers to find simple tweaks to incorporate more 
standards. Another option would be to have teachers design a series of interdisciplinary projects. 
This means that instead of being given a comprehensive list of standards, students would be 
given five or so per discipline to synthesize and incorporate into larger, more meaningful pieces 
of work. Doing so would mean that students are still able to engage in the choices that frame 
their learning as meaningful while not flooding them with too many demands.  
 The hope in undertaking these program revisions is to ultimately connect students with 
more meaningful experiences that resonate beyond their time at ASK. While it isn’t necessarily 
productive to try and generalize in that all understandings are contextually rooted, there is an 
element of common sense in engaging students on what meaningful work means to them. 
Likewise, it seems sensical to connect them with a larger audience and to attempt to reposition 
school so that it isn’t simply a matter of grades but leans into the social framework that builds 
this environment. Let students construct work for themselves, their peers, and the wider world; 
let them see how it resonates. These, too, feel like elements that should contribute to the 
perception of meaningfulness.  
Developing Perceptions of Agency 
 Throughout the interviews, all students expressed that they felt they had some sense of 
agency and were able to point to specific elements that contributed to this awareness. Chief 
among those were the ability to decide how a project was carried out, in terms of deadlines and 
collaborative partners —noted in particular by Rakesh and Eleanor. Much of what Jol and Carina 
reported in regards to agency reiterated similar ideas, though they explicitly brought the role of 
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standards into the discussion of agency, reporting that they often felt they had to mitigate their 
ideas because of the prescribed standards. 
As such, this question of standards not only has implications on students’ perceptions of 
meaningfulness—as previously discussed—but also on their perceptions of agency. When SLC 
began, one of the driving ideas is that students should feel as though they are in charge of their 
own education. As such, the YPAR team and I decided to give students a long list of standards 
and leave it to students to find ways to synthesize these together in ways that spoke to their 
personal interests. The problem, however, is that —at least in the case of Carina and Jol—it 
seems as though students didn’t feel particularly in charge of what they were doing for class. 
Instead, they were following the dictums of standards which were essentially enforced by the 
SLC teachers.  
This then raises the question that we have in-name abandoned a model of generic and 
compliance-based education with the teacher as the arbiter of experiences only to introduce 
another model that does just the same under the guise of student-agency and learning standards. 
However, it doesn’t necessarily need to be this way—where standards are paramount to every 
other learning experience—and Rakesh’s responses provide particular insight onto this facet. He 
seems to suggest that he feels a great deal of agency as long as he has choice over how he 
executes his project. For instance, in English 9 students are asked to Make strategic use of digital 
media (e.g., textual, graphical, audio, visual, and interactive elements) in presentations to 
enhance understanding of findings, reasoning, and evidence and to add interest. Because this 
standard is fairly broad, it seems as though students could create a model that utilizes augmented 
reality, podcasts, a comic book, or a finely edited video —meaning that they would have choice 
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over the medium for students whose perceptions of agency are —like Rakesh— rooted in these 
kinds of choice.  
An additional point about the students’ discussions of agency is that they all revolved 
around the nexus of school. While this might most directly reflect the nature of the interview 
question—To what degree do you feel like you have control over your education in SLC?—it is 
interesting that even in questions that were specifically related to the transference of skills 
beyond school tend to still stay rooted in this context. This, taken into consideration with the 
aforementioned responses, suggests to me that while students do recognize that they have the 
capacity to make independent choices that impact their learning environment within SLC, this 
sense does not extend to their lives beyond the classroom by and large.  
One potential avenue to help students expand the domains in which they perceive a sense 
of agency harkens back to the importance of legitimate participation within a community of 
practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). By connecting students to fields that feel important to them, 
it might very well be that they come to better recognize their own positions as meaning-makers 
beyond school. It rebrands what we do in class as authentic contributions rather than the practice 
runs that seem to be the hallmark of classrooms where the learning is not explicitly extended 
beyond the walls of school. This aspect was particularly visible in Jol’s work, who gradually 
came to connect with other communities through her work on the Nigerian education system, 
which also represents a blending of cultures. 
One way to support this reimagining of the purpose behind schoolwork might be simply 
to rework their project-planning template. Instead of asking students to identify where they might 
use a particular skill beyond the classroom —a question which never engendered particularly 
rich responses— it might be interesting to ask students to consider how their project is going to 
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contribute to a better world. Doing so asks students to frame themselves as powerful agents of 
change, which, perhaps, lends greater urgency to their work and perhaps a greater understanding 
of their roles in the wider world, particularly if they do move into positions of global 
prominence. 
Fostering Perceptions of Transference 
 It is interesting to consider the skills that the interviewed SLC students perceived as 
transferable, which seemed to fall into one of two categories —technical skills or social 
emotional learning. In fact, of the six participants, not one mentioned any of the academic 
skills—critical reading, information writing, the research process, strategic use of digital media 
or data modeling, etc.— on which we had focused throughout the year. Instead, Rakesh, Carina, 
Eleanor, and Jol all turned to mediums, citing examples such as augmented reality, sound 
editing, scaled models, video editing, etc., which were examples that had been explicitly taught 
throughout the year.  
 Much has already been speculated as to why these particular skills were more quickly 
recognized as transferable skills. To begin with, they carry with them a sense of flashiness. At 
least at the American School of Kuwait, there aren’t many students who can claim to have used 
mediums such as augmented reality in class. Consequently, being able to cite it as an example of 
a learned skill in some ways distinguishes SLC students from their peers.  
The second reason these might be the transferable aspects participants discussed might 
stem from the fact that they aren’t necessarily being assessed on their mastery of a skill such as 
podcasting. Instead, this is used as a conduit through which other learning is expressed, which 
means that the creation process doesn’t bear the same scrutiny as other mediums, such as 
writing. For instance, with writing, teachers have taken a complex process and broken it down 
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into multiple narrow skills, write a thesis statement; find strong evidence; analyze evidence; 
provide a counter argument. Because the writing process has been teased out in this particular 
way, it may be more difficult for students to claim a perception of mastery because to do so 
means mastering so many different individual parts.  
Moreover, by the time students have reached 9th grade, they have spent nearly a decade 
practicing writing, and —assuming they intend to go to college— they still have another decade 
where this particular medium will likely serve as the bedrock of their academic work. As such, it 
might very well be that students are more aware of the long process that involves this particular 
skill, and it seems unlikely, though not impossible, that one year in a program is going to 
radically shift where they are in this decades-long process.  
 The final point along this line of reasoning is that when we look at podcasts in SLC, we 
are not necessarily spending much time dissecting exemplars into their discrete skills-based 
parts. Entire lessons could be taught on back tracking, on sound effects, on how to splice 
together interviews to create a cogent story. As such, students could be operating under a sense 
of false mastery, though one about which they feel confident enough to use in other contexts.  
A final working theory as to why these technical skills felt more transferable than what I 
am calling academic skills for the sake of discussion is simply that throughout the lessons they 
have been framed as such. Further, I reflect back these lessons were more intimately associated 
with audiences. For instance, with the aforementioned example of podcasts, students ended up 
creating a radio station to broadcast local news to our school community. When students created 
scaled models and used augmented reality software, we had a showcase and invited the 
administration, who eventually had the technology coach create a news bulletin to share in the 
weekly announcements. When students wrote and produced videos that explored the ideas of 
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sacred geometry, we had an after school film festival and gave out awards. As was previously 
explored in the discussion of what it means to create meaningful work, having an audience seems 
to be a fundamental aspect for many of the interview participants. It might very well be that 
those who have listed out technical skills also associated these memories with positive feedback 
from audiences outside of the SLC program.  
The other piece that feels hugely important is the aforementioned framing of these skills. 
When we entered into a new lesson on a medium, I made a point to explicitly rattle off different 
ways in which it could be used, different contexts where the skills might be useful, and different 
professions where it might be valuable. As such, I was engaging students in a kind of 
metacognitive dialogue, whereas in English class, I rarely discuss when argument writing is 
going to be used beyond the scope of the immediate  project. This is particularly important, too, 
because with these TCKs their contexts shift dramatically. It might very well be that because 
such far-range transfer is involved that students are not able to perceive when writing will be of 
use to them outside of ASK.  
From these understandings I draw two primary implications for my classroom audience. 
First, I need to be more deliberate in connecting students to audiences whenever possible. 
While—as discussed—audience has implications of meaningfulness and a sense of agency, these 
two domains have the potential to fold in on themselves and ultimately provide a reason to 
develop a perception of transferable skills. The thinking here is fairly straightforward: if students 
are able to take the content and skills learned in class and use them in a community or an 
audience that extends beyond the classroom, it might be possible to express a higher of degree of 
agency, and this in turn renders the work more meaningful than it might otherwise be.  
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The other implication I draw for my classroom practice is that I need to be more explicit 
in engaging students in a metacognitive conversation about when and where the skills and 
content developed in class might apply beyond the classroom. Although I have been fairly 
deliberate in doing so with mediums, the same practice needs to mark my writing or reading 
instruction because —in truth— students are far more likely to use these skills in their adult lives 
than podcasting. The challenge here, though, is that because these aspects of the English 
classroom are years-long processes comprised of many individual skills, it is difficult—though 
not necessarily impossible—to find an application for just a thesis statement, much less a non-
school audience that feels personally meaningful with which to motivate students.  
The simplest approach might be to workshop the idea with students and see if we can 
through dialogue find authentic applications. The other aspect that feels important is asking 
students to evaluate and reflect on their individual process-skills and perhaps even assess how 
comfortable they feel with various aspects of reading and writing. While it is certainly an 
oversimplification, the dialogue might reframe the work that we are doing into a kind of series of 
intellectual tasks to be mastered, which was an approach that resonated with at least one SLC 
student.   
Finally, as far as transference is concerned, when the YPAR team and I began writing, I 
was fixated on the idea of transference —or lack thereof— and had hoped that an 
interdisciplinary model would help students hone this particular skill. What I suspect, however, 
is that the challenge still exists, though we have ever so slightly shifted the context. For instance, 
before, my students would talk about the writing we did in English class versus the writing they 
did in World History. In SLC, this conversation has shifted, though I am left wondering if 
students will now describe it as the writing we do in SLC versus the writing we do outside of 
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SLC. If this is the case, then it means we have expanded the domains without necessarily 
teaching students how to transfer their skills between these places, let alone the different 
domains of their Third Culture lives.  
It also seems important to mention that while the conversation has shifted in some 
regards in that I will now say, This is just like in history when you___, I think the most honest 
shifting has happened among the teachers. We have now aligned our vocabulary so that key 
words like thesis statement, claim, analysis, citation, etc. all carry the same meaning. Moreover, 
we have also discussed the way we would like to see papers structured. For instance, before, the 
History Department was adamant that the first line of an essay should be the thesis statement, 
whereas the English Department tended to guide students toward establishing context first.  
Although one approach isn’t necessarily more valid than another, what is important is 
that students know what is expected of them no matter the class because the criteria has become 
a little more reified. Further, it has also led to a fruitful discussion of genre, which in some ways 
is a kind of metacognitive discourse —we are asking students to consider the purpose of their 
writing as well as their audience. The ultimate hope, however, is that with practice and continued 
attention to the individual pieces that contribute to these complex processes that the skills 
become internalized, nourished from multiple angles within the curriculum.  
Thematic Implications for a Teacher’s Classroom  
 Having rooted the methods and methodology in a constructivist grounded theory, it feels 
necessary to also consider the implications raised by a thematic analysis of the data. Moreover, it 
was in doing this work that the youth-researchers and I encountered the most surprises, both in 
terms of the data itself and the ways in which we interpreted. This difference in interpretation 
again gives salient evidence for why it is essential that there is diversity. We need the voices of 
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those for whom international education research is more than a theoretical exercise —instead, it 
is a lived and breathed reality that marks our everyday existence.  
 As discussed above, the SLC’s student-developed mission is to help students foster a 
sense of agency, build stronger communities, and to support  innovative thinking. The codes 
derived by the YPAR team stem from questions that are centrally concerned with these issues. 
As such, as we look to make the program stronger —regardless of the context— it seems 
reasonable to refine the program so that these characteristics are a source of central concern.  
 Active participation. Currently, most of the student-designed projects are inherently 
active. They involve students developing questions that have them intentionally problem-solving, 
thinking critically, and generally culminate in the production of some kind of product. Examples 
include life-size cardboard canoes, YouTube videos, pinhole cameras, video games, printed 
books, board games, cardstock ziggurats, scaled models, paintings, and a collection of podcasts, 
pencasts, 3D digital models, and stop-motion videos. While there is no explicit requirement that 
students produce work in a range of mediums, students tend to naturally do so. Upon asking why 
that might be, one SLC student immediately responded, “Because writing essays are [sic] 
boring, and when we are doing projects we feel like we’re doing something new. We feel like 
we’re creative. When you’re building something you’re having fun.” 
 This creates an interesting line of inquiry in itself. Why do essays feel boring, at least 
much of the time, especially when compared to projects? Why doesn’t the building of ideas and 
manuscripts equate to the same kind of enjoyment described by the student above. One reason 
might be that there is something satisfying about manually manipulating various components as 
opposed to relying on words, which constitute abstract representations of abstract concepts. 
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Another might be that working on a project affords students the opportunity to be more mobile 
than they might be when writing an essay.  
Projects, too, can come in a variety of forms that are immediately distinguishable from 
each other, whereas superficially essays follow more or less the same format, which might 
mitigate the immediate feeling of inventiveness. A final implication, too, is also the glitz-factor. 
It might very well be that teachers as evaluators are more critical of writing because the genre is 
more familiar. It is, perhaps, easier to suss out and evaluate the crux of the idea, as opposed to 
trying to separate it from the artistry of the project itself.  
This raises the idea of feedback. When students write, it can be difficult for them to know 
if they’ve created strong work. Part of this is, no doubt, due to the fact that writing is a meaning-
making activity. It seems unlikely that students could begin with the ideal essay in mind and then 
write toward that goal. Rather, they are in the process of discovering the ideal essay through the 
construction of it. Conversely, most projects —at least in SLC— begin with an image of the end 
product in mind and students are working toward that goal. Additionally, there is also something 
to be said about the timeliness of feedback. With writing, there is almost assuredly a delay. 
However, with projects, it is more immediately apparent if the product that is constructed 
resonates with the image the student had in mind.  
Importantly, however, essays are not inherently passive. Eleanor, for example, found 
great meaning in writing a short story. She was an active agent in selecting the topic, developing 
a series of questions, researching and refining her work. Independent of the medium, she is 
participating in the learning, as opposed to assuming the role of a more passive receptacle, which 
might be more typical in a lecture-based course. 
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In thinking about the importance of active learning, one potential area of growth in SLC 
would be our weekly content lessons. It seems to be easier to engage students in real-world 
situations with the humanities classes. However, instruction in geometry and biology are without 
question more lecture-based. As we think about refining the program, this is without question an 
area of growth, and again this is an element that is by no means restricted to the context of the 
American School of Kuwait.  
Perception of new. Once again, students' exposure to new ideas, concepts, and skills 
seem to be largely driven by the projects, although this tendency can also be found in the weekly 
lessons. Part of what seems to work well is taking familiar tasks and wrapping them up in new 
contexts. For instance, students needed to practice writing argumentative essays. As such during 
instruction periods, we had a mock trial over book club readings, and the argument writing 
served as the basis for the trial speeches. Although argument writing is familiar to students, the 
context made it seem less so, and they responded well to the challenge.  
Again, the difference seems to be that it is easier to do this kind of positioning in English, 
which is arguably tied to the fact that argument writing is more skill-focused than content-
focused. For example, cellular respiration is a fundamental unit in biology. While it might be 
possible to engage students with this idea through a new medium, the content requirements seem 
to make math and science again a bit less flexible. Consider, too, that many of the SLC students 
have parents who are petroleum engineers. It seems reasonable to assume that while the parents 
are willing to embrace alternative approaches to the humanities, there are more expectations of 
traditional approaches to math and sciences, the subjects that have been so foundational to many 
parents’ careers.  
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Choice. While students have the opportunity to make many choices in SLC —with whom 
to partner, what to study, what to make, how to share their work— the more choices students 
have, the more conferences they require to ensure that progress is being made toward a learning 
goal. Because the students in SLC do present as wonderfully mature and capable young people, 
it is easy to forget that they are just that—young people. Without question, while choice will 
always be the bedrock of SLC, we have gradually instituted more support structures in the 
program to help check in with students more regularly. For instance, students are now required to 
turn in a project or a revision every rotation, or approximately once every four to six days.   
Additionally, instead of asking students to create projects for all of the assigned standards 
for geometry, English, history, and biology, we have begun giving them approximately five from 
each subject and assessing the rest through teacher-assigned projects. Within these teacher 
assigned projects, we attempt to hold ourselves to the same standards as the students: they must 
be interdisciplinary, we try to make them interesting, and we try to ensure that there is still a high 
degree of choice. Limiting the number of standards with which we asked students to work seems 
to help students feel less stress, and the work they have been producing is of a higher quality.  
Some students, both in the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 cohorts, report feeling constrained 
by the standards, particularly those that are more focused on content. While the argument can be 
made that students have choice in how they approach and interact with these standards, the fact 
remains that the specificity of the standards is a limiting agent. One student’s recommendation 
was to assess these standards through traditional measurements, such as tests, and leave the 
broader standards for the projects. It seems like there might be good sense here in that it will 
likely help reassure SLC students that they are keeping pace with their non-SLC peers, which is 
a perennial concern for students, administrators, and sometimes teachers.  
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Attention to process. As important as elements of choice are, they are in contention with 
the focus on process for being most foundational to learning in SLC. Throughout the quarter, 
students are encouraged to revise and reflect on their work. This stands in opposition to the 
assessment practices of most classes outside of SLC where once students submit an essay, 
project, or exam, the score is final. What this means is that students are by default attending to 
their process and are able to see where they are in relation to the outlined learning goal. 
Additionally, each quarter we have students reflect on the work that made them most proud and 
do some writing about why that is. From there, they use their writing and observation to help 
generate outlines for the next quarter’s projects. Again, this reflection causes students to pay 
attention to process, particularly the recursive nature of learning. 
However, if attention to process is an element that students feel is valuable, then it seems 
reasonable to insist that the existing infrastructure —learning plans that outline projects, frequent 
conferences, reflection at the end of a term to serve the launching of the next— ought to remain 
in place. Further, there is good sense in expanding this kind of metacognitive practice. Rather 
than rely on reflection as bookends to a semester, it would be interesting to have students do 
more regular check-ins not just about their projects but more explicitly about where they are as 
learners.  
For instance, one of the template default features many students use for their digital 
portfolios is essentially a Likert Scale for skills. Students opt to rank their ability in terms of 
writings, their fluency in various languages, their aptitude for various sports and the like. While 
there is a hollow element here in thinking that such complexities can be reduced to a single 
number, let alone one without a reference point, they seem to find value in it.  
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As such, perhaps, a similar mechanism could be leveraged in the classroom to support 
students’ learning processes. Students could, for instance, be asked to reflect not just on the 
process of their projects but on the process of their learning, to, in essence, rank where they 
perceive they are in terms of their ability to generate a thesis statement or smoothly embed 
evidence into their writing. Moreover, with the portfolio, students declare their skills to a wider 
audience because it is published on a website. There might be value in mirroring this aspect as 
well, if only within the classroom. In some ways, it lays the framework for a kind of 
apprenticeship between students while also still asking students to mind the process of their  
Personal interests. In terms of personal learning, this is where there is arguably the most 
room for growth within the SLC. Despite being one of the initial guiding principles of the 
program, it has become less central to the daily reality of the classroom as students and teachers 
try to navigate their way through content lessons, discipline-specific standards, and the demands 
of benchmark exams that students take along with their peers. The other factor in synthesizing 
personal interests with school assignments is simply that it is often difficult to authentically 
integrate the domain of school with the kinds of activities students do for fun. Certainly, a 
student can analyze the geometry of a soccer pitch and design an experiment around goalie 
technique, but the exercise feels forced. Moreover, I suspect that the students’ defensive 
positioning is not dramatically enhanced after contemplating the mathematical implications of 
their stance, suggesting that the project —like most school projects— is done for the sake of 
school, as opposed to being done for purposes beyond the classroom.  
One way in which to address this deficit is for SLC teachers to be more intentional in 
sussing out students’ interests early in the year and to work more intentionally to incorporate this 
element in projects. It might be that once students have examples of how to do this, it becomes 
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easier for them to do it independently. This sort of work feels like a natural extension of the kind 
of shepherding that happens already during the early conferences of the term where students 
pitch their projects to their teachers to get feedback on whether or not their idea sounds like it 
will help them explore the assigned learning standard. 
 Alternatively, it could very well be that these two elements do not need to be neatly 
married. While the geometry of a soccer pitch might remain fairly inconsequential, it could also 
be true that students are developing an underlying awareness of the geometric principles that 
surround them. I wonder, for instance, if years from now, a former student will see a building 
and find themselves passively thinking about mid-segments as they try to articulate whether or 
not it is the symmetry of the structure that draws the eye. In any case, these sorts of gains are all 
but impossible to measure. However, there is a good argument for simply talking more explicitly 
about personal interest in class, in consciously reminding students that we want them to find 
meaningful expressions of their learning that extend beyond the walls of the school building. 
Social emotional learning. When students talk about social emotional learning —a 
broad category that we are using to describe the process through which students learn to manage 
their habits of mind, foster healthy working relationships, and develop decision making 
practices— it is frequently cited by students as the most important element of their education in 
the SLC. For instance, former SLC-9 students, who are currently enrolled in AP classes, seem to 
attribute much of their success in these challenging classes to habits developed in the previous 
year. They feel they are better at time management and at independently pursuing knowledge as 
a result of the program. As a result, they are better able to tackle the demands placed upon them 
in these classes, a fact that is reflected in the data: former and current SLC students tend to 
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outscore their non-SLC peers, though, again, this might be a case of smart kids can do smart 
things with or without the program. 
 In any case, while it might be that these kinds of social emotional skills develop naturally 
in the SLC, it would be interesting to see what would happen if they did receive some sort of 
explicit instructional focus. Perhaps, this could become an element on which students reflected 
throughout the semester. Alternatively, it could also become an element of their learning plan. It 
could be particularly interesting to ask students to choose a domain of social emotional learning 
to focus on and then generate learning indicators and benchmarks throughout the term.  
Application. Students are first asked to reflect on the application of their work on their 
learning plans when they address the question —What is this standard trying to teach me, and 
why is it important? When these learning plans are first introduced, we asked students to spend 
time actively thinking about when they might use a particular skill in their own lives. This is 
helpful from a teacher’s perspective because it is immediately a snapshot into the lives and 
interests of our students because often students talk about their aspirations for the future. 
Interestingly, though not surprisingly, when former SLC-9 students discuss applications of 
learning, it often is in conjunction with specific areas, most notably social emotional learning. 
Additionally, they will discuss how the portfolio and other technical skills seem as though they 
will have value beyond the classroom. Specific content, such as cellular respiration, however, 
was not mentioned, which perhaps raises the question of why we are having students identify 
where they are going to use a particular skill/standard in life when it does not seem especially 
valuable to students.  
As we refine the program, it might make sense to seek out experiential learning 
opportunities that make the application of more content-focused learning standards more 
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apparent to students. For instance, it could be powerful to have students visit a microbiologist’s 
lab to see how knowing about cellular respiration contributes to her ability to diagnose Kearns-
Sayre syndrome. Doing so not only assigns purpose to the learning but also a concrete context. 
Further, many of these opportunities could be fostered by leveraging the parent community that 
surrounds SLC, which has the added benefit of further familiarizing parents with the program.  
Moving Beyond a Teacher’s Classroom 
Having discussed the changes that I as an individual teacher intend to make to my 
personal teaching practices, I now shift into a discussion of what it might mean for other teachers 
to engage in a similar process, to critically view their classrooms as both teachers and 
researchers. The following section attests to the recursive nature of this process, the potential 
implications for empowering teachers-as-researchers, and challenges therein.   
 When I began this study, I thought that it was centered on developing an approach to 
school that was new to ASK, though what I have since come to realize is that it is just as much 
centered on a new approach to schooling. Throughout the process, I have been tacitly engaged 
with the question, How can I —as a teacher— take data and leverage it to refine my practice? I 
wish that there was a kind of neatness to my budding understandings in response to this 
wondering, but the truth is, I have learned that classroom-rooted research —despite the best laid 
plans of mice and methodologies—, it is as messy as it is meaningful and that, perhaps, this in 
itself doesn’t invalidate the research itself.  
For instance, when I started investigating I thought that I was researching culturally 
responsive pedagogies with my team of four youth-researchers. Then it became a question of 
Communities of Practice in a writing-centered classroom, and only later did it morph into 
creating a program that was developed, sustained, and reviewed by first twelve and then fifteen 
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youth-researchers, under the umbrella of participatory action research. The truth, though, is that 
these projects bled into each other seamlessly. Further, we didn’t know what our action items 
were going to be until we had our data and had begun to wonder what we should do with it. This 
again speaks to the muddiness of our process.  
Even our research question is more muddled than it might first appear. The fact of the 
matter is, we had our lines of inquiry long before a formal question, which —and this is a honest 
recounting of the scene— was developed while I was lying on the floor of my office, frustratedly 
throwing and catching a ball into the air while a fellow SLC-teacher and a youth-researcher 
suggested different questions, each of which I shot down in turn. I cannot remember if it was my 
teaching-colleague or my research-colleague who finally pointed out something to the effect, 
Aren’t you just trying to see if kids learned stuff? In what feels like a scene from an overly 
wrought sitcom, I almost dropped the ball on my face. 
The moment is important, though. Part of being a teacher-researcher has to be learning to 
develop a telescopic view. Of course, as a teacher I am asking myself daily, Are kids learning 
stuff? As a researcher, though, I am more willing to engage in the dialogue of what the 
implications of this learning are or to at least tidy up the language into researchable questions 
such as, What are the perceived learning benefits, if any, of the Small Learning Community? If 
that sounds flippant, I do not mean it to be. This tidying had incredible implications on my 
teaching practice because, after doing so, I understood with greater clarity what I was looking for 
when I wondered, Are kids learning stuff? I understood that the stuff—for me, for room G112, 
for my practice—was meaningful learning experience, a personal sense of agency, and the 
capacity to transfer the learning beyond our immediate context. I came to understand, too, the 
246 
 
way these three aspects were in conversation with each other within the specific context of my 
classroom.  
This is one of the reasons why it is important that teachers conceive of their classrooms 
as rich sites of research —doing so has the potential to lend clarity to our practice. It necessarily 
demands we ask ourselves, What am I trying to do here? What am I trying to learn? It’s with this 
latter question that suddenly the space in which students learn is rendered in a new light; we truly 
are a community of scholars where our expressed mission is to learn from and with each other.  
As such, when I think about the ways in which my youth-researchers have transacted 
with data, about the themes they crafted, which no doubt reflect their experiences as SLC 
learners as much as SLC researchers, I find I am in a better position to listen. Taken as separate 
entities, something about the way in which I conceptualize the identity positions of teacher and 
researcher, creates a certain degree of authoritarian rigidity. One position suggests mastery over 
a room full of bodies, the other a body of literature and procedures. However, when those two 
positions speak to each other, I find I am more flexible in my thinking and teaching, more 
willing to lean into uncertainty, and —importantly— to see the feedback of my students as 
thoughtful contributions from co-researchers whose voices are an absolute necessity within the 
field.  
For instance, since engaging in this research, when I go to craft a major assessment, I ask 
myself the following questions:  
1. Does the learning activity demand active student participation? 
2. Do students have a degree of choice? 
3. Does it involve exposing students to something new? 
4. Will students be able to attend to their process? 
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5. Can it be tailored to fit students’ personal interests and cultural needs? 
6. Does the learning task engage students’ social emotional skills 
7. Is there an application of the learning beyond school?  
While none of these questions are necessarily revolutionary in and of themselves, the process 
through which they were developed has far-ranging implications. For instance, the research 
process started because I felt there was a problem—a lack of culturally responsive practices—
and was able to engage with a series of small studies to explore the problem, which culminated 
in co-developing and piloting different solutions that were tailored to our particular 
environment.  
These efforts were supported by my then-administration, lauded by my colleagues, and 
celebrated by my students, all of which —perhaps as an extension of ego—felt good. Not only 
did these small investigations feel like an expression of agency for myself but also it was 
energizing to be seen as somehow more professional, more centrally located within my field. I 
have little doubt these byproducts contributed to the fact that I stayed at the American School of 
Kuwait for six years when the average tenure is just over three.  
Consider the implications beyond my immediate classroom, however. Within the United 
States, it is reported that there is an annual teacher attrition rate of 8%. Yet, this often-cited 
statistic is troubled by Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2019) who point out that the 
most recent data from the National Center for Education is from 2012 and note that between 
1992 and 2008 the attrition rate increased by a little over three percentage points, suggesting that 
an 8% attrition rate in 2012 may not accurately reflect the realities of 2020. 
 Moreover, they go on to discuss a huge variability within the field. Teachers with fewer 
than three years of experience in Title I schools have a burnout rate that is 50% higher than non-
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Title I schools (Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2019, p. 8). Schools with more than 
55% of students color have a 70% greater teacher attrition rate than those who have fewer than 
10% students of color. There are even simple regional differences: teachers are more likely to 
leave the profession if they teach in the South than the Northeast, in a city than in a rural 
community, though this is contested by Nguyen, Pham, et al. (2019).  
Studies (e.g., Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2019; Nguyen, Pham, et al., 2019; 
Zivcicova and Gullerova, 2018) that examine teacher attrition rate tend to do some from a variety 
of angles including Teacher Personal Characteristics, meaning gender, race, age and subject, 
Schooling Context, meaning level, type, location, and testing/accountability expectations, though 
this latter category is sometimes considered on both a school-wide and district-wide level. 
Although the studies seem to find variability with respect to what degree these factors impact 
teacher retention rate, they seem to agree that teacher satisfaction/personal accomplishment, 
training/mentorship, and personalization of a meaningful curriculum are powerful elements that 
contribute to teacher retention.  
In a teacher-researcher’s classroom these elements become almost default settings. For 
instance, it seems reasonable that when teachers are celebrated as intellectuals and researchers 
who are, perhaps, contributing to a larger body of knowledge, there would naturally be a sense of 
personal satisfaction or accomplishment. Moreover, if teacher-research could become part of a 
school’s climate, there would almost necessarily be conferences or workshops or other forms of 
sharing the research. This in itself provides an opportunity for teachers to celebrate and be 
celebrated while also doing much to break down the isolation that can happen within a 
classroom. Research is meant to be shared —with colleagues, with stakeholders, with 
professionals in the field, which means that suddenly people have the opportunity to not just 
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know what a particular teacher is doing but why, thus creating a conduit for discussion. Further, 
supporting educators in their growth as teacher-researchers also places them in a position where 
they are better able to express their agency by identifying and acting upon the problems that most 
directly impact their classroom-lives. This, too, has implications on satisfaction.  
Second, research necessarily forms a kind of mentorship, particularly if it is approached 
through a constructivist epistemology. Not only is there a kind of mentorship that can form 
between a reader and the body of literature that exists, but it seems likely that researchers will be 
more fully immersed in the field and will likely seek out the expertise of those around them. 
Again, this involves creating structures that enable the work to be shared and discussed, but it 
seems reasonable to assume that teachers might seek out and benefit from others with similar 
interests. While certainly, there is value in assigned mentorships, there is much to be said about 
those that form organically around mutual interests. Moreover, it means that mentorship isn’t 
relegated to those who are new to the field; rather, professionals of varying levels of expertise 
can engage with each other in that conducting an investigation presupposes engaging with the 
new.  
Finally, encouraging teachers to conduct research and then model their classrooms 
around their findings means that they are spending time on work that is both personalized to their 
context and inherently meaningful. Moreover, Nguyen, Pham, et al. (2019); Zivcicova and 
Gullerova (2018) found that when teachers were asked to spend more time preparing children for 
standardized testing, their attrition rates went up. Zivcicova and Gullerova (2018) posit that this 
is because the work has become depersonalized, emotionally exhausting —over the fear that 
students will not be successful on the exams—and lacks a sense of personal accomplishment.   
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However, is SLC curious in this regard. Rather than focus explicitly on helping students 
earn high-test scores, we focused on developing the best practices for our particular context. The 
hope in doing so is that students would mature into learners, and I hoped that the test scores 
would come along in stride. Although I understand that this is one very particular example from 
a particular place at a particular time, it does give me hope that when teachers are able to focus 
on providing rich instruction, high test scores are almost incidental.  
While Nguyen, Pham, et al. (2019, p. 35) point out that teacher attrition in general is 
“fairly nascent,” the intersection between this field and that of teacher-research appears to be 
virtually non-existent after a broad search of Columbia University’s databases. Interestingly, 
though, when the search terms were extended to include youth-led participatory action research, 
Scorza, Bertrand, et al. (2017) note that this methodological approach not only had a deep impact 
on students but also on the teachers who were involved in the process. They go on to state that 
YPAR more fully emerged both students and teachers within communities of practice and further 
positioned them as “public pedagogs” (p. 139).  
With such a gap and with such great urgency, it seems like the relationships between 
teacher-research—an extension of participatory action research—and attrition rates presents a 
powerful avenue for academic exploration. There are, of course, challenges that exist, however, 
and teachers’ limited time is not least among them. It is important that if a school decides to 
engage in supporting teacher-led research that is in line with the spirit that guided paper, then it 
is important it doesn’t become just-one-more-thing. The engagement needs to be sincere, and 
there needs to be time carved out into the schedule to support teacher-researchers in these 
endeavors. Moreover —just like with the students in SLC— there also need to be opportunities 
to validate the work so that it is recognized as a meaningful expression of agency.  
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Final Thoughts and Wonderings 
It feels almost barbaric to try and reduce five years of thinking and wondering into any 
kind of ending, but here we are. I have learned about, played with, and discussed at length the 
relationships among perceptions of meaningfulness, of agency, of transference. I have learned 
that there is power in acting as a teacher-researcher and involving students in this project because 
they, too, are curious and will sometimes buy in because —at least in this case— we had the 
same goal: Let’s make school better. I have learned that learning is richest when it is done in 
collaboration and, to borrow a cliché, I have to practice what I preach. If I want students to 
express agency, to see transference, to feel like they are producing meaningful work, then I need 
to hold those same ideals in my teaching practice.  
If anything, though, I want to end this on a note that speaks to the importance of collaborative 
research between students and teachers that centers on the contexts in which they lead their lives. 
We all want learners —a term that I am using to speak to both of the aforementioned parties— to 
engage in meaningful work that expresses agency and helps hone an authentic transference of 
skills. The research done in these spaces is meaningful because it impacts our lives directly. This 
research is an expression of agency because we are identifying problems, enacting solutions, and 
then evaluating them critically. The research is an area of transference because the learners are 







This has been the story of the pedagogy of what we called the Small Learning 
Community (SLC), but it is really the story of an educational design that was created for students 
by students at an American, international school. It is the story of a Youth-led Participatory 
Action Research (YPAR) team who is gradually becoming more centrally involved with the 
wider research community and in doing so is expanding the collective voices that speak to 
international education. It is also the story of rigor, of a never ending question marks, and 
beginning and an end.  
When we —the youth-researchers, my co-teachers, former administrators and counselors, 
and I—started the SLC program we were driven by a vision of what school could be —
interdisciplinary, culturally responsive, student-driven. We also had to grapple with some sizable 
restraints: SLC students would need to show mastery of the same standards as their non-SLC 
peers; they would need to show growth on their Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) tests that 
exceeded the growth of high achieving students in honors classes; they would need to do well in 
their AP classes the following year.  
The program would also need to maintain its enrollment numbers, and it was facilitated 
by teachers—myself included—who were learning as they went. We were given no additional 
training on project-based learning or any of the technology elements of the program, and we 
were not provided with any classroom supplies beyond basics like paper clips and whiteboard 
markers. That meant that I financed or found everything in our space: sound proofing for the 
podcast station, markers and construction paper, compasses and foam board, markers, a Cricut 
Cutter, a class iPad and computer, even the couches we sat on.  
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All in all it was an enormous investment of time and resources on the parts of many 
people, and we—those who brought SLC to fruition—did as much under what felt like 
impossible constrictions. And then it happened —the SLC students worked through their 192 
standards; they outscored non-SLC students on their semester exams; they showed more growth 
on the MAP tests than their honors counterparts; they had the highest scores on their AP exams 
in Biology and World History, and the enrollment for SLC was up. The students and teachers hit 
every checkbox asked of us, rebutted every accusation that the program lacked rigor with 
displays of student learning, and we even engaged in several moments of meaningful learning 
along the way. 
 And it didn’t matter—at least in some ways.  
 In September of 2020, the SLC program for grades 9 and 10, in addition to the SLC-
inspired elective in Middle School were cancelled. The official reason was that in the face of 
COVID-related financial restraints, the school could no longer justify the cost of a program 
coordinator, who only taught part time. My friend and colleague, who had taken over the 
program and the position after my departure resigned, students were reassigned to traditional 
honors and AP courses, the world of academics at ASK rolled on.  
As I write out these words and feel the pulse that lies behind them —stupid, student, 
study, stunned— there is grief, the kind that begs the clocks be stopped and the mirrors be 
covered. It is difficult to know that a program that was so carefully wrought over the course of 
years by many hands could be instantaneously and permanently struck. However, when I pull 
myself away from this mourning at the loss of SLC at my former school, in some ways it 
sharpens my vision. Program revisions for SLC at ASK don’t matter any more, which is not to 
say that the implications of SLC fail to matter. 
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Instead, this is the chance to consider the pedagogy more broadly. I can think about what 
elements will travel with me in my teaching practice, and I can think about what it might mean to 
embed the program in some place new. There also, too, are more important implications. One 
student who moved to Doha attempted to found his own SLC and went so far as to have 
meetings with his superintendent. Another student started a YPAR team back in the States. 
Another has organized and facilitated an international digital symposium on education in the 21st 
Century as a means of inspiring education-focused projects for youth participants. Still other 
students write and talk about how well prepared they felt for their AP classes or otherwise talk 
about what it means to be able to carry their own ideas to fruition. 
That’s the strange thing about mattering. We can say that test scores matter, that 
standards matter, that benchmark exams matter, but in the end, I suppose that we as teachers 
have precious little control over what actually ends up mattering. However, I am willing to say 
that students who start a research team, propose a school program, and reflect on the experiences 
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Appendix A is a quick overview of who is who in the study. The students listed below are 
members from the YPAR team, from its initial conception in 2015 to present day. In addition to 
their years on the team and their nationalities, I have included the research projects on which 
they worked.  
Table 2: YPAR Team Overview.  
Name Nationality Years Active  Research Focus 
Ally Canada/Syria 2015-2017 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; multi-modal 
instruction; Publications development; SLC 
development  
Jasmine Ethiopia/USA 2015-2017 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; identity 
positions; Publications development; SLC 
development  
Emilio  Ecuador 2015-2017 Culturally responsive pedagogy; heteroglossia; Publications development; SLC development  
Cristina Venezuela  2015-2018 
Culturally responsive pedagogy; identity-
positions; situated learning; Publications; 
culture; development and implementation as 
co-teacher; SLC development  
Byron Cyprus/USA 2018-2019 SLC Program Review 
Hawraa Kuwait/UK 2018-2019 SLC Program Review 
Khalil Egypt/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Eleanor France/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Kamala Canada/India 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Seng-Ku South Korea 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Nada Egypt/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Jol Canada/Nigeria 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Maria Kuwait 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Abdullah Canada/Pakistan 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Nadwa Palestine/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Janie Philippines/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; 
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  SLC Program Expansion 
Latifa Germany/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sami Lebanon 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sarah Kuwait/USA 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Noor Egypt 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Jenna Lebanon/UK 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Sam China 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
Shahad Lebanon 2018-Present SLC Program Review; SLC Program Revision; SLC Program Expansion 
 
 
Below is the initial cohort of SLC students from 2018-2020. Their self-described race and 
nationalities are included along with their age, gender, and whether or not they continued on with 
SLC in 2019-2020. Although twenty students are listed, only eighteen finished the program, with 
two having moved away from Kuwait mid-year.  
Table 2: SLC 2018-2019 Cohort 
Name*  Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Nada  F 14/15 North African 
 
USA/Egypt Yes Continuing 
Sarah  F 13/14 Middle 
Eastern/White 
 
USA/Kuwait Yes Continuing 
Byron  M 14/15 White 
 
USA/Cyprus Yes Continuing 
Maria  F 14/15 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait Yes Continuing 
Jol  F 14/15 African 
 
Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 
Hawraa  F 13/14 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait/UK Yes Continuing 
Seng-Ku  M 14/15 Northeast 
Asian 
 
South Korea Yes Withdrew 




Khalil  M 14/15 North African 
 
USA/Egypt Yes Left ASK 
Kamala  F 14/15 South Asian 
 
India/Canada Yes Left ASK 
Benjamin  M 14/15 White/Middle 
Eastern 
 
USA No Continuing 
Lee  M 13/14 Northeast 
Asian 
 
South Korea No Continuing 
Carina 
 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Ashraf  M 13/14 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait No Continuing 
Rakesh  M 15/16 South Asian 
 
India/USA No Withdrew 
Sinan  M 14/15 Middle Eastern 
 
Kuwait No Withdrew 
Mary  F 14/15 White 
 
USA No Withdrew/ 
Left ASK 
Riad  M 13/14 Southeast 
Asian 
 
Indonesia No Left ASK 
Alex  M 14/15 White USA No Left ASK 
Cho  F 14/15 Northeast 
Asian 
South Korea No Left ASK 
 
 
Below is the initial cohort of SLC students from 2018-2020. Their self-described race and 
nationalities are included along with their age, gender, and whether or not they continued on with 
SLC in 2019-2020. Although twenty students are listed, only eighteen finished the program, with 
two having moved away from Kuwait mid-year.  
 
Table 3: Interview Particpiants  
Name Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Jol 
 F 14/15 African Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 





 M 14/15 White USA/Cyprus Yes Continuing 
Carina 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Rakesh 
 M 15/16 South Asian India/USA No Withdrew 
Cho F 14/15 Northeast Asian South Korea No Left ASK 
 
Table 4: Case Study Participants  
Name Gender Age (2018-2019) Race Nationality YPAR SLC Status 
Jol 
 F 14/15 African Nigeria/Canada Yes Continuing 
Eleanor 
 F 13/14 African/White USA/France Yes Left ASK 
Carina 
 F 14/15 South Asian Pakistan/Canada No Continuing 
Rakesh M 15/16 South Asian India/USA No Withdrew 








Appendix B contains the unabridged biographies of the youth-researchers. They have 
been reported as written.  
 
Abdullah is a knowledge seeker at ASK (American School of Kuwait) and is part of the 
Small Learning Community (SLC). He is both Canadian and Pakistani. Before coming to ASK he 
was in Glammorgan school which is in Alberta,Calgary. Abdullah admires sports, and learning. 
He was part of the school badminton team and an outside badminton club, he was also part of 
the JV Academic Games team. 
 
My name is Maria and I am a 15 year old Kuwaiti. I’ve never thought of myself as a 
researcher until this year; when almost everything I was doing included research. I started to 
genuinely enjoy researching, whether it be online or other forms of research. I started to see that 
there was always something more to uncover about a subject, that research may never be fully 
done. And this gave me a new insight on education, and how students should be taught. As a part 
of the SLC program, I have found new ways to show the world my research, and I’ve learned 
how important it is to show the research to the world. The more I studied people and society all 
over the world, I began seeing the more negative aspects of the world. And that has changed how 
I interact with others, such as some minor interactions when socializing, or other major 
interactions when presenting my research to others. I see the world as a black rose; it could be 
beautiful but instead it just lays on the ground being stepped on. This inspires me to make an 




Sam is a student in the Small Learning Community at the American School of Kuwait. He 
studied at the Prague British School and the Experimental Primary School of Beijing before for 
his Elementary and Middle School years before arriving to Kuwait. For fun, he participates in 
Model United Nations and the soccer team. He enjoys reading articles involving environmental 
science and politics, debating, and watching the Spanish Laliga. 
 
Nadwa was born in Dearborn, Michigan and has attended the American School of 
Kuwait since the beginning of her educational career and is a member at the Small Learning 
Community within ASK. Along with reading and poetry, Nadwa enjoys being apart of her 
competitive dance team and playing the flute and guitar. In addition to fine arts, Nadwa is a part 
of the MUN, Academic Games team, and Student Council. 
 
Shahad is a scholar at the American school of Kuwait with a great sense of curiosity and 
responsibility. She thrives to excel in what she enjoys and occupies herself doing activities she 
enjoys or research that satisfies her interests. With a wide cultural background, she can easily 
connect herself with other people who may or may not feel comfortable in the Arab environment 
and looks for ways to help improve the life on our planet. 
 
Sami is a student at the American school of Kuwait was for his freshman year of high 
school a member of the small learning community. He is a person who admires many different 
things especially about the world around him. He enjoys learning about biology as well as 
history and is an avid skier and swimmer. He has participated in many international 
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competitions and won numerous medals. Sami is Lebanese and following his Lebanese heritage 
is obsessed with many political affairs happening around the world. 
 
My name is Eleanor, I am fifteen years old and half African, half American. As a 
researcher, I love to explore topics that one would not know much about, especially topics that 
relate to my life as the daughter of a diplomat. I find researching also allows me to interact with 
my community on a much deeper level. Assimilating different views to support one central idea is 
an aspect of research that I find lies at the basis of all quality research.  
Education is partly the same. The world relies on ideas, both past, and present. 
Education guides us into contributing them all to one goal, such as a project or an essay. 
However, taking all of these ideas and assembling them to be part of something bigger allows for 
students to learn how to connect everything in the world around them, as well as give them a 
chance to develop their own ideas based on what they learned, that they can then share with the 
world.  
When considering perspective and viewpoints, I know that I will always see the world as 
liberal, believing the world to be a diverse and cultural place, where everyone’s ideas matter. I 
bring this lens with me into the world, and it greatly influences how I see and interrelate in the 
world. 
 
Noor is an Egyptian High School Freshman attending the American School of Kuwait 
and student of its interdisciplinary, project-based Small Learning Community. Alongside being a 
member of her schools basketball and badminton team, she enjoys creating and exploring the 
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visual arts. In her spare time, she takes interest in behavioral psychology, catches up on political 
reformation, and watches the NBA. She advocates for equal opportunity, comfort, and rights.  
 
My name is Khalil. I am 15 years old and Egyptian. In particular, I am interested in 
exploring the way education works right now —what kind of students traditional models favor as 
well as alternative models for  kids like me, who prefer research and physical involvement.  
 
[Jol]  I am 15 years old and I’m originally from Nigeria. For me, education is an 
opportunity for hidden people to make a name for themselves. I feel that having the privilege to 
go to a school and be educated is an opportunity that can’t be wasted. I will always see the 
world as a place filled with people who have taken the opportunities given to them and made the 
best of it. [Note: Jol has operated as the co-leader of the YPAR team since 2018] 
 [Seng-ku] I am a Korean student who has lived in a foreign country for a majority of my 
life. I have spent three years in Qatar, three years in Saudi Arabia, and currently, I am on my 
fourth year in Kuwait. Although I am currently experimenting with my own governing gaze, I try 
to be as independent and self-discovering with it as it shows a very large part of what kind of 
person I am. As a researcher, I am interested in psychology, human behavior, racial bias, and 
mental illness. [Note: Seng-ku has operated as the co-leader of the YPAR team since 2018] 
 
[Sarah] I am fourteen years old, and am a half-American, half-Kuwaiti. As a researcher, 
I find myself being constantly drawn to many aspects and perspectives, the idea of being able to 
piece the information together based on drawing conclusions and what other people say. When 
considering viewpoints and perspectives, I know that I we the world as a colorful liberal, hybrid 
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identity, who believes that growth and expansion oil always self one’s ideas and new 
developments are not possible without education. I bring this lens with me into the world, and it 
has a major impact on how I see/interact in the world. 
 
My name is Byron. I’m fifteen years old. I’m originally from the United States but I also 
have citizenship of the republic of Cyprus. Research for me is kind of like a mystery because you 
have to fit it all together to see the complete picture. This helps me do better in school because it 
makes me focus on the details and it also gives me just lots of knowledge that I otherwise 
wouldn’t have had. Being a researcher has changed my perspective on school as well as just 
how I live my life and it has a big impact on my worldview. 
 
 Fourteen year old Emalia had been brought up in the bitter colds of the Canadian 
Rockies. A minuscule droplet of water taken from the tropical warmth of South India, to the 
frigid iciness of the mountains. She fed of the coldness around, taking in the wisdom, and in turn 
forming strong crystals, each of a new branch of knowledge, intellect, and understanding. With 
this new found knowledge she started to question the society around her; drawn towards the 
hierarchical systems within the society she lived in. How is it that some individuals were looked 
up to regardless of their actions, mean while others are looked down upon while only commuting 
positive contributions? How had this privilege naturally been granted to them? Why is it that we 
as human beings have an ambition to be the best at everything? Imaginary hierarchical systems 
existed as well, created within individuals minds. She had witnessed the school system withhold 
many of her peers from preforming to their full potential, despite them being extraordinary 
individuals. Through gaining the opportunity to create her own projects, she watched this self 
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deprecating system start to vanish from many individuals minds, and they began to strengthen 
their crystals. In order the build up her own, she pressed herself to pursue research upon topics 
surrounding her background; exploring deeper into her South Indian roots, and conducting 
research upon immigrant and expat life. Developing a sense of confidence, she toughened and 
enhanced her crystals, breaking free of the clouds holding her hostage, sharing her lens with the 
other snowflakes around her. 
 
Jasmine has lived in deserts her whole life until the last two years when she moved to 
Georgia. Her nose can run faster than she ever will, but she’s gifted with icy hands, meticulous 
planning skills, and speed reading. You can usually catch her worrying at any point in time; 
always about the future or past. Her hobbies include reading, scribbling in ant-sized 
handwriting, and silent calculating. There is speculation that Newton wrote his first law about 
her. She’s always on the lookout for the external force.  
 
Often found beneath a coat of bitterness and self-loathing, Cris[tina] considers herself to 
be a survivor of the destruction of Romanticism and growing consumerism that plagues our 
capitalistic society, and although not particularly interested in the topic of self-growth, she 
strives to one day be as witty in real life as she is behind a computer screen. Her passion—often 
mistaken as immeasurable anger—is her sword while her sarcasm is her shield, and maybe one 
day, when her dreams aren’t plagued with AP assignments and realistic dreams of the future, 




Though let's be real here. That's my pretentious writer speaking from piles and piles of 
regurgitated bullsh*t I've led myself to believe over the years as a way to justify the fact my life 
has been an utter mess; a coping method, if you will. In reality I'm not as bitter or as much of a 
a**hole as I like to say I am, and school work isn't pushing me to reconsider my will to live. Yes, 
I've moved way too many times in my life. Yes, I've lived through things any other kid should not 
live through, and yes, I am often affected by a political reality that shouldn't affect a girl my age. 
But that doesn't mean I'm let down by it. 
 
Although most would consider Ally to be a clumsy comedian, who bumps into fire 
hydrants, and tells that story with full confidence, she is also someone who loves to observe. She 
watches people as they grow, change, and move, while hiding behind piles of paper with either 
too many or too little words. She has travelled across the world, and despite the fact that she 
hated it at first, she can never thank her parents enough for all of the opportunities. Ally has 
found her self-criticizing her own work from the minute she first learned how to write a 
paragraph. She reads books, and dreams to be able to write with such subtle beauty with a hint 
of suspension. Ally is the type of person who would say "prostitution" instead of "prosecution" 
and have a delay of embarrassment before realizing what she really did. What's most important 
to her is family. Her mom sees her as "the baby girl who seems to be growing in size, but always 
carries the same heart". Her dad sees her as "the first child who used to play guitar using a 
badminton racket, and now is more than halfway done high school", and finally her sisters, both 
four and twelve, see her as "their best friend". Everyone around Ally is wanting to grow up, but 
she is buying time, trying to enjoy every second as a child. Because she knows that once they 
announce the graduating class of 2018, childhood is only a memory, and adulthood is reality. To 
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sum up in a few words, Ally is someone who wants to make people laugh, and loves to see people 
smile. And although her best work is "accidental" (this has only been claimed by a few), she will 
always call herself a "genius." 
 
Often misunderstood, Emilio is a part of that very small group of people that feels happy 
when listening to sad music. Ironically, he is one of the most ecstatic guys that you’ll ever meet. 
He has a hard time standing still because his entire life, he has been told to move around – but 
he loves it. He’s lived in beaches, mountains, and deserts, and this has developed into shaping 
his own definition of the word home. For the same reason, he has a mixture of accents when 
speaking both, English and Spanish, which perhaps explains his lack of quietness. He loves 
words and he loves to smile. 
 
Jenna is a student that attends the American School of Kuwait and is in the Small 
Learning Community at A.S.K. She studied at the French School of Kuwait for almost 10 years 
prior to switching to the American system where she was able to develop her interests in 
literature and history. She partakes in many extracurricular activities including the Model 
United Nations and the Junior Varsity Football team of her school and Quicksteps kw’s 
competitive dance team. She enjoys reading books and articles about a variety of topics, 





Nada currently attends the American School of Kuwait and has participated in SLC 9 and 
10. Her hobbies include painting, debating, and writing plays. She enjoys reading about 
anything remotely related to biology as well as fast-paced fiction. 
 
Latifa is a student in the Small Learning Community at the American School of Kuwait. 
She is from Syria, with German nationality, and has lived in Kuwait for 11 years. For fun, she 
enjoys playing the flute, swimming, and badminton. She likes to participate in several 






 One of the major action items was to produce a board report for the American School of 
Kuwait. This was meant to be a broad overview that leveraged both qualitative and qualitative 
data that spoke to the efficacy of the Small Learning Community, such that the program’s aims, 
goals, and results were easily understood. The youth-researchers independently analyzed the data 
and constructed the following infographic, which was then presented to the administration, who 
took it to the school’s board. 
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